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The foolish things of the world God has chosen that He may confound 
the wise, and the weak things of the world God has chosen that He may 
confound the strong, and the base things of the world and the things that 
are contemptible God has chosen and things that are not that He might 
bring to nought things that are, that no flesh should glory in his sight. 
(1 Corinthians 1:27-29) 

Preface 

Is this a book of biography, or is it romance? The author himself scarcely 
knows. If an honest attempt to give the facts makes biography, then he 
hopes it may deserve that title. If an effort to interpret some of those 
facts and give them life makes romance, then must his work be called 
romantic. In either case he hopes that the picture in each case is true; 
and that the whole is a proof of a deeper truth which it is needful for us 
all to remember. It is, that "God is wonderful in His saints"; that He 
"chooses whom He will Himself; that in His house "there are many 
mansions"; and that there is no condition of life to which His grace does 
not reach, none so low but He can make it worthy of Himself. 

We have called this book "Saints for Sinners," and in doing so we would 
take the word "Sinners" in a broad sense. For beside the actual 
consciousness of sin, and the sense of weakness that comes of it, there is 



also a kindred consciousness of failure, and ineffectualness, and other 
hard things in the spiritual life which makes us realize our utter 
nothingness, and compels us sometimes to wonder whether we are not 
ourselves their cause. When these hard things oppress us, and tempt us to 
despair or resent, it is well to bear in mind that they were the lot of 
all the saints, that "virtue is made perfect in infirmity," and that the 
life of the Cross is an ideal above every other, however human nature may 
stumble or be scandalized. For this reason, in these chapters, the human 
element has been more considered than the sanctity that has been built 
upon it; the latter rises in proportion to the depth of the foundation. 



SAINTS FOR SINNERS 

1. St. Augustine Of Hippo— 354-430 

Men approach St. Augustine with mixed feelings. So high does he tower 
above those of his generation, perhaps above those of every generation, 
that they look up to him with a certain awe, almost with fear. The very 
sight of his works, more, probably, than those of any other writer of the 
past, frightens us and puts us off; someone has seriously said that merely 
to read what Augustine has written would take an ordinary man a life-time. 
Nevertheless, to one who will have courage and come near, it is strange 
how human, and even how little in his greatness, Augustine is found to be. 
"I liked to play": "delectabat ludere," he said of himself in his childhood; 
and there is something of that same delight to be found in him to the very 
end of his days. 

Augustine was born in Thagaste, a Roman town in Numidia, North Africa. It 
was a free town, and also a market-town, set at a place where many Roman 
roads converged; to it the caravans from east and west brought their 
merchandise, in it the luxury of Rome was repeated, with the added freedom 
of Africa. He was the eldest son of one Patricius, a well-to-do citizen of 
the place, a pagan but not a fanatic, whose ideal of life was to get the 
most out of it he could, without being too particular as to the means. 
Patricius, at the age of forty, had married Monica, a girl of seventeen, a 
Christian on both her father's and her mother's side. This marriage alone 
would seem to imply a certain laxity of faith in the family; the fact that 
Monica owed most of her religious and moral training to an old nurse 
confirms it. 

It cannot be said that the marriage was a happy one. Perhaps it was not 
intended to be; it was a marriage of convenience and no more. For the 
pagan Patricius it meant life with a woman who, the older she became, and 
the more difficult her situation, clung the more to her own religion, and 
would have nothing to do with his free and easy ways, to call them by no 
worse name. For Monica it meant a life of constant self-suppression; of 



abuse even to blows, for Patricius had fits of violent temper; of slander 
on the part of those who were only too anxious to pander to Patricius, or 
were jealous of the influence her meek disposition had upon him. Three 
children were born to them, Augustine the first, but none of them were 
baptized. In those days a middle course was found. As children were born 
they were inscribed as catechumens; the baptism might come later, perhaps 
whenever there was danger of death. 

Augustine grew up among pagan children, apparently in a pagan school, 
and his morals from the first were no better than theirs. He could steal, he 
could cheat, he could lie with the best of them; to do these things 
cleverly and successfully was a mark of talent rather than of vice. He 
went to school, and he hated it, both its restraint, and the things he had 
to learn. He was thrashed repeatedly, and when he came home received 
little commiseration, even from his own mother. His boyhood, from his own 
description, was an unhappy time; it tended to make him all the more 
bitter and reckless. But he was a precociously clever child, and in spite 
of his thrashings, which only made him more obstinate, and his own 
idleness, he learned more than his companions. Both his father and his 
mother became ambitious for him; they decided to give him a better 
education than could be given him in Thagaste. He was sent to Madaura, 
a prosperous city thirty miles away. 

But thirty miles, in those days, and for a boy such as Augustine, was a 
great, separating distance. Here at last he was his own master; the 
longing he had always had to do just what he liked, without let or 
hindrance from anyone, was allowed free scope. He studied the pagan 
classics, for he loved to read and read; he studied not only their 
literature, but also their ideals and their life. These were exemplified 
all around him, and he could take part in them as much as he pleased; 
the pursuit of pleasure at all costs, the wild orgies of the carnivals of 
Bacchus, the worship of the decadent Roman ideal, smart, sensual, 
excusing, boldly daring, laughing with approval at every excess of sinful 
love. Such was the atmosphere the clever, imaginative, craving, reckless 
Augustine was made to breathe in the city of Apuleius at the age of 
fifteen; and to face it he had nothing but the flattering encouragement of 
a pagan father, the timid fear of a Christian mother whose religion he had 
already learned to despise. He soon became simply a pagan, a non-moral 
pagan at the most critical time of his life. 

The consequences were inevitable. Augustine came home from Madaura 
addicted to the lowest vices. What was worse, he seemed to have no 
conscience left; worse still, he had a father who looked upon the same 
excess as a proof of manhood, the sowing of wild oats now which gave 
promise of great things later. Only one chain held him, the love he had 
for his mother. He laughed at her pious ways, he deliberately defied and 



hurt her; but underneath, though he tried not to own it to himself, his 
respect and admiration and affection for her had steadily increased. It 
was the same on her side, which made the bond all the stronger. Monica's 
life with her husband had been unhappy and loveless; and the love she 
longed to give was poured out on her favorite yet reckless son. The more 
she loved him, the more she was appalled at the life he was already 
living, and at the future to which it must inevitably lead. She blamed 
herself for having been partially the cause of his downfall. She had 
encouraged the plan of his going to Madaura; she had given him little to 
protect him while he was there; she would do all she could to win him 
back, though it was to be the struggle of a life-time. This made her 
strive all the more for her own perfection; if she was to influence him at 
all she must herself be true. Since she could say little to him, she would 
pray for him; she watched him, but it could only be from a distance. And 
Augustine, though he made nothing of it at the time, though he often took 
delight in hurting her by his boast of wickedness, knew nevertheless that 
she prayed, and watched, and loved; and he returned that love, and it grew. 

The next step in Augustine's career was to Carthage. It was the center of 
learning and pleasure in North Africa, and Augustine craved for both. 
There he lived, from the age of seventeen, learning and loving as he 
wished, for there was no one to check or guide him. "I went to Carthage," 
he wrote later, "where shameful love bubbled round me like boiling oil." 
But he was wise enough to know that this was the opportunity of his life; 
in the midst of his evil living he worked hard. At this point his father 
died, a Christian at the last, which cannot but have had an effect on the 
son; and the pinch of poverty, in consequence of the death, made him work 
all the harder. He soon became known as the gayest, the most gifted, the 
most sensual scholar in the University of Carthage; a threefold triumph, 
of each of which he was proud. In the schools of Rhetoric his declamations 
were proposed to other students as models; outside the schools he was 
admired and courted as the reckless votary of love. 

But the ways of God are strange. One day, in the midst of this thoughtless 
life, he was studying Cicero. He lighted on the following passage: 
"If man has a soul, as the greatest philosophers maintain, and if that 
soul is immortal and divine, then it must necessarily be that the more it has 
been steeped in reason, and true love, and the pursuit of truth, and the 
less it has been stained by vice and passion, so much the more surely it 
will rise above this earth and ascend into the heavens." 

This sentence, suddenly come upon, was, he tells us, the beginning of 
light. It made him restless; his eyes continually went back to it; he 
began to ask himself whether, after all, he was as happy as he affected. 
He looked for a solution elsewhere, whether a confirmation of the 
teaching, or a quieting of his conscience, he did not care. He paid more 



attention to the other pagan philosophers, but they did not lead him far. 
He took to the Bible, and for a time it held him; but soon that, too, became 
insipid, and he put it away. He knew something about the Manichees, 
with their doctrine of a good and an evil spirit. They claimed to have a 
solution for all such problems; above all they pretended to solve them 
without too much surrender of the good things of this world. Sin could not 
be resisted, passion was a necessity; the doctrine suited Augustine very 
well as a check to this new thing, conscience, and he accepted it. 
Augustine became a Manichee. 

We may now leap over some years. Augustine returned to Thagaste, and 
there set up a school; his restless soul soon tired of it, the provincialism of 
the place stifled him, and he went once more to Carthage. There he opened 
another school of Rhetoric; it was a great success, but being a youth of 
little over twenty he had need to supplement his knowledge with further 
reading. Nothing came amiss to this voracious mind; he read anything and 
everything that came in his way, the classics, the occult sciences, 
astrology, the fine arts. Meanwhile, more as a practice in dialectic than 
from any sense of conviction, he set himself to the task of converting his 
friends to Manicheism, and in part succeeded. At last, again grown 
restless, and devoured with an ambition for which Carthage had grown too 
small, he decided to seek his fortune in Rome, the center and capital of 
the whole world. In spite of his mother's appeals, in spite of remonstrance 
from the woman he had ruined but who had been faithful to him, he eluded 
them both and slipped away, to make a name for himself as a conjurer in 
words in the heart of the Empire. 

But the design of God was very different. Augustine's sojourn in Rome 
was anything but the success he had anticipated. Scarcely had he arrived 
when he fell ill, and had to depend on the charity of condescending friends 
till he recovered, a fact which galled him exceedingly. As soon as he was 
well, he set about drawing pupils round him; this, in self-occupied, 
bustling Rome, was a more difficult matter than it had been in Carthage 
or Thagaste. Moreover the climate and the life of the place began to tell 
upon him. He could not endure its stifling air, its cobbled and uneven 
streets, while the coarseness of its manners disgusted this man of the 
world who, though steeped in vice as much as any Roman, still insisted on 
refinement. The gluttony and drunkenness he saw everywhere about him, 
the coarse outcries raised from time to time, in the theaters and elsewhere, 
against all foreign immigrants, the lack of interest in things intellectual 
even among those who claimed to be most cultured, the childish 
imitation, among the rich and so-called upper classes, of eastern 
splendor and extravagance, the multitudinous temples of all kinds of gods, 
disgorging every day their besotted votaries — the heart of Rome being 
eaten out by the serpent of Asia — the contempt for human life, above all 
for the life of a slave or a captured foe, all these things, in spite of his own 



depravity, began to tell upon his mind. He was more alone now, and was 
forced to reflect; his life was in the making and he had to look into the 
future; if he continued to sin, to his own disgust he found that he did 
so, not because it satisfied any desire, or because it gave him any 
pleasure, but because he could not help it. He knew that he was its slave, 
whatever he might appear, however he might boast of liberty. Long since 
had Manicheism lost its hold upon him; as he had once used his dialectic 
in its favor, so now it amused him to tear it to tatters. He clung to it 
still, for it provided him with a convenient cloak with which to cover and 
excuse the life which he was at present powerless to check; but in his 
heart he did not believe in its tenets any longer. 

Then another force came into his life. Augustine had kept his school open 
in Rome with no little difficulty, not because he was not successful, but 
because his pupils would often go away leaving him unpaid. From sheer and 
undeserved poverty, it seemed he would have to return to Africa. Suddenly 
a professor's chair at Milan was offered for competition, and Milan, for 
many reasons, had come to mean more to Augustine than Rome itself. Milan, 
not Rome, was now the city of the Emperor and his court; Milan was the 
center of culture and fashion; above all, it was the home of Ambrose, and 
Ambrose was a name that was ever on the lips of any master of rhetoric. 
Augustine competed for the post, and with the help of sundry friends 
obtained it. He went to Milan; he sought out Ambrose, first to criticize 
and judge as a master of letters, later to discover a friend. It was not 
long before, to his own surprise, he was pouring out his now miserable 
soul into the bishop's ear. 

Still that did not come all at once. It would seem that the plain 
straightforward Roman, though a better scholar, in many ways, than 
Augustine, never quite understood the eager, melancholy, sensitive and 
sensuous African, who, nevertheless, was by this time straining for a 
guide to lead him to the truth. The days passed on into years. The young 
and ambitious rhetorician had found solid ground at last, and Milan took 
him to its heart. Great men and wealthy noticed him, invited him to their 
mansions; Augustine began to tell himself that he could wish for nothing 
better than to be as one of them. He would settle down, content with that 
goal; he would marry and become respectable, according to the standard of 
these men of the world; he would put away the woman he had wronged, and 
the rest would easily be condoned. He made a first step — and he failed; the 
ending of one fascination did but open the way to another. He told himself 
that he could not help but sin; it was part of his nature, his manner of 
life had made it a necessity. Then why trouble any more? One day, as he 
came home from a triumphant speech delivered before the Emperor, drunk 
with the praises showered on him, an intoxicated man lurched across his 
path, reveling in coarse merriment. Why should he not live as that man 
lived? Not it was true, in the same brutish way; but there was a 



drunkenness that would suit him, which would let him live for the day, 
without giving the rest a moment's reflection. 

Nevertheless, as all this self-questioning showed, a new thing had 
awakened in him, and he could not make it sleep. He listened to Ambrose 
when he preached, ostensibly to study him as a rhetorician; he came away 
forgetting the rhetoric, but with a burning arrow in his heart. More and 
more he saw what he must do, if he would be even what his own ideal of 
himself pictured to him; he saw it, but to do it was quite another thing. 
He listened to the Church's liturgy; he watched the people at their 
prayers in full contentment all around him; he longed even to tears that 
he might be one with them. Still he could not bring himself to pay the 
price. Let us listen to him here as he tells the story of his conflict at 
this time. Thus he writes: 

"0 my God, let me with a thankful heart remember and confess to you your 
mercies on me. Let my very bones be steeped in your love, and let them cry 
out: Who is like you, Lord? (Ps. 35, 10) You have broken my bonds 
asunder; I will offer to you the sacrifice of thanksgiving (Ps. 116, 16, 
17). How you have broken them openly I will declare; and all who adore 
you, when they hear my tale, shall say: Blessed is the Lord, in heaven 
and on earth; great and glorious is His name. 

"The enemy held my will captive; therefore he kept me, chained down and 
bound. For out of a rebellious will lust had sprung; and lust pampered had 
become custom; and custom indulged had become necessity. These were 
the links of the chain; this was the bondage in which I was bound, and that 
new will which was already born in me, freely to serve you, wholly to 
enjoy you, God, the only true joy, was not yet able to subdue my former 
willfulness, strengthened by the wantonness of years. So did my two wills, 
one new, the other old, one spiritual, the other carnal, fight within me, 
and by their discord undo my soul." 

More and more the truth grew upon him, yet Augustine could not bring 
himself to act. In a succession of passages he dwells upon his hesitation; 
they are among the most tragically dramatic pages that he ever wrote. Let 
us hear some of them. 

"You did on all sides show me that what you did say was true, and by 
the truth I was convicted. I had nothing at all to answer but those dull 
and dreary words: Later, later; or. Presently; or. Leave me alone but a 
little while. But my Presently, presently, came to no present, and my 
Little while lasted long." 

"What words did I not use against myself! Wth scourges of condemnation 
I lashed my soul, to force it to follow me in my effort to go after you. 



Yet it drew back; it refused to follow, and without a word of excuse. Its 
arguments were confuted, its self-defense was spent. There remained no 
more than mute shrinking; it feared, as it would death itself, to have 
that disease of habit healed whereby it was wasting to death." 

"Thus I lay, soul-sick and tormented, chiding myself more vehemently than 
ever, rolling and writhing in my bondage, longing for the chain to be 
wholly broken which alone now held me, but yet did hold me secure. And 
you, Lord, did oppress me within with your merciless mercy; you did 
multiply the lashes of fear and shame, lest I should again give way, and 
lest I should fail to break this last remaining bond, and it should 
recover strength, and bind me down the faster. I said within myself: Let 
it be done at once, let it be done now; and even as I spoke I all but did 
it. I all but did it, but I did it not. Still I sank back to my former place; 
I stood where I was and took breath again. Once more I tried, and 
wanted somewhat less to make myself succeed, and again somewhat 
less, and I all but touched and laid hold of the object of my longing; yet 
again I came not at it, nor touched it, nor laid hold of it. I still recoiled; I 
would not die to death that I might live to life." 

"These petty toys of toys, these vanities of vanities, my longtime 
fascinations, still held me. They plucked at the garment of my flesh, and 
murmured caressingly: Are you casting us off? From this moment are we to 
be with you no more for ever? From this moment shall this delight or that be 
no more lawful for you for ever?" 

"The time came when I scarcely heard them. For now they did not openly 
appear, they did not contradict me; instead they stood as it were behind 
my back, and muttered their lament, and pulled furtively at my cloak, and 
begged me, as I stood to go, but to look back on them once more. Thus did 
their shackles hinder me, and I shrank from shaking myself free from them, 
that I might burst my bonds and leap forward whither I was called. At the 
last some habit would whisper in my ear: Do you think that you can live 
without these things?" 

But the liberation came at last. Monica, his mother, had prayed on; she 
had long since come to Milan to be near her son. She had shared his 
successes with him, and had even joined in the congratulations, but most 
of her time had been spent in the church, so much so that she had won the 
attention of Ambrose the Bishop. One day, on meeting Augustine, he 
congratulated him on having such a mother. That chance word, it would 
seem, was the beginning of the last act in the drama. Augustine was 
flattered with a worthy flattering; he was glad for his mother's sake and 
his own, and the love within began to take on a new warmth. On such little 
things may great destinies depend. And in the meantime, Augustine himself, 
though continually beaten, did not give up the struggle. If he could not 



face the hardest ordeal, at least he could do something. One by one he 
pushed the shackles away; first the bondage that compelled him to live in 
sin, then that of his false philosophy. Next he ceased to be even by 
profession a Manichee. Last of all he laid aside his office as municipal 
orator; it is a proof of the refining process through which he had by this 
time gone when he tells us that he had grown ashamed of the lies he had to 
tell for the sake of beautiful language. 

At length the final grace came, and Augustine received it. "I was tired of 
devouring time and of being devoured by it," he writes; he must decide one 
way or the other. He had come to Milan a skeptic; he had by this time left 
that far behind. The evidence of a loving and a patient God, the truth of 
Jesus Christ, the peace and contentment of those who received Him and 
lived by Him, the summing up of all the philosophers had to say in the 
teaching of the Bible, the example of great men before him, who had 
suffered as he now suffered, had seen as he was now beginning to see, had 
made the leap and had found rest and peace, all these things crowded in 
upon him, and he knew what he should do. On the other hand was the 
surrender, the tearing away from all those things, good and evil, which 
hitherto had made life sweet, or at least as sweet as one like him could 
ever hope to find it. He could not do it. He despised himself for his 
hesitation but he could not move. He despised the Roman world which he 
now knew so well but he could not leave it. Besides, by this time he was ill; 
he was not himself. To make a change under these conditions was imprud- 
ent; when he was well again, he would never be able to persevere, and to fall 
back, once he had repented, would be only to make his second state worse 
than the first. He could not decide; even if he decided, it seemed to him 
that he could not make himself act. He must get someone to help him. He 
could not go to Ambrose; Ambrose had done for him all he was able and yet 
so far had failed. There was an old man, Simplicianus; he had been the 
confessor of Ambrose. In desperation he would go to him. 

And Simplicianus received him, and humored him; humored him even in 
his pride, pointing out to him the nobility of truth and sacrifice. There were 
set before Augustine pictures of St. Antony in the desert and his 
followers, the hermits of Egypt, who at that time were the talk of 
Christian Rome. They had surrendered all, yet they were simple men with 
not much learning. Augustine was in his garden; he thought he was alone. 
He lay down beneath a tree; his tears wet the ground. 

"How long?" he cried, "how long shall this be? It is always tomorrow and 
tomorrow. Why not this hour an end to all my baseness?" 

As he spoke a little child in a house close by was singing some kind of 
nursery-rhyme, and the refrain was this "Take up and read, take up and 
read." Mechanically Augustine stretched out his hand to a book he had 



brought with him. It was St. Paul's Epistles. He took it up, opened it at 
random, and read: 

"Put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to 
satisfy its lusts." 

Suddenly all was quiet. He knew his decision had been made, and that he 
had the power to execute it. There was no more trouble, Augustine rose 
from where he lay, went into his mother's room, and there at her feet 
surrendered his past for ever. Soon he was at the feet of Ambrose, he had 
been lost and now at last he had found himself. He was at the time just 
thirty-three years of age. He celebrates his victory in the following 
passage: 

"O Lord, I am your servant; I am your servant and the son of your handmaid. 
You have broken my bonds asunder, I will offer to you the sacrifice of 
praise (Ps. 116, 7). Let my heart and my tongue praise you; yes, let 
all my bones say: Lord, who is like you? Let them proclaim it; and 
do you in return answer me, and say unto my soul : I am your salvation (Ps. 
35, 10). Who am I, and what am I? What an evil thing have been my deeds, 
or if not my deeds my words, or if not my words my will? But you, Lord, 
are good and merciful, and your right hand has reached down into the 
abysmal blackness of my death, and from the bottom of my heart has 
emptied out its deep of corruption. And your gift was this, no longer to 
will what I willed, but to will what you did will. How came it that after 
all those years, after it was lost in that deep and darksome labyrinth, 
my free will was called forth in a moment to submit my neck to your 
easy yoke, and my shoulders to your light burden, Christ Jesus, my 
Helper and my Redeemer (Ps. 19, 4)? How sweet did it at once become 
to me to be without the sweetness of those baubles! What I feared to be 
parted from, it was now a joy to part with. For you did cast them from me, 
you the true and richest sweetness. You did cast them forth, and in 
their place did substitute yourself, sweeter than all delight, though not 
to flesh and blood, brighter than all light, but more hidden than the 
lowest deep, higher than all honor, but not to them that are high in their 
own conceits. Now my soul was free; . . . and my infant tongue spoke to 
you freely, my light, my riches, my health, the Lord my God." 

For the purposes of this study we do not need to follow Augustine too 
closely through the rest of his career. He was still, to the world about 
him, the brilliant professor of Milan; only a few of his friends knew of 
the change that had taken place. He would continue his lectures; there 
should be no sensation about him. But his health, never strong, had been 
shaken by the ordeal; it gave him a reason to retire to the villa of a 
friend at Cassicium, and there for a time he took up his abode. It was a 
blessed interval. During that period of rest the longing for solitude came 



over him; a longing which he never lost during all the remainder of his 
active days. He was still Augustine, the half-pagan; the saint was yet to 
be formed. The love of argument still delighted him, and that in 
surroundings that made life on earth most sweet; the comforts of ease, the 
pleasure of congenial companions, the delight in everything that his eyes 
could gaze upon. If he laid aside his lectures in Milan, none the less he 
went on teaching in his new home; but his lessons were drawn from the good 
things about him, the light in the sky at dawn, the noise of running 
waters, the goodly warmth of the sun in his veins. By means such as these 
the natural man was clarified, prepared for the great things that were yet 
to come. 

That he might begin again he must leave Milan and Rome, and return to his 
native Thagaste. On the way his party stopped at Ostia; there took place 
the memorable scene which he shared with his mother, Monica, when, as he 
tells us, her conversation led him up to a vision of God he had never 
known before; there, too, his mother died, and the loss almost broke his 
heart. 

He returned to Carthage and thence quickly made his way to Thagaste. Now 
he could begin in real earnest; and he began as he had learned others had 
begun before him. His inheritance, now that his mother was dead, he 
distributed to the poor; for himself, he would turn his house into a 
monastery, and with his friends, would live a life of prayer, and study, 
and retirement. But this was not to be. Already he was famous in Thagaste; 
and there came a day when, as was the manner of those times, the people 
would have him for their priest and he was ordained. As a priest he was 
sent to Hippo, and there his new career began. He lived a monastic life, 
but his learning and preaching, first to his own people, then against the 
heretics about him, made it impossible that he should be hid; soon the cry 
was raised that he should be the bishop. 

The rest of his story need not concern us, the rout of the Donatists, who 
then threatened to dominate northern Africa, the rebuilding of the Church 
in true poverty of spirit, along with care for the poor, and what we would 
call the working-classes, the administration of the law which fell upon 
his shoulders, the incessant preaching and writing, the quantity of which 
at this time appalls us. We are told that he preached every day, sometimes 
more than once; often enough, as the words of his sermons indicate, his 
audience would have him continue till he had to dismiss them for their 
meals. What concerns us more is the inner soul of the man in the midst of 
all these labors. 

For Augustine could never forget what he had been, and the fear never 
forsook him that with very little he might be the same again. At the time 
of his consecration as bishop he asked himself with anxiety whether, with 



his past, and with the scars from that past still upon him, he could face 
the burden. From time to time old visions would revive and the passions in 
his soul would leap towards them; even in his old age he trembled to think 
that some day they might get the better of him. To suppress temptation he 
would work without ceasing; he would allow himself no respite. When he was 
not preaching, or helping other souls, he would write; when he was not 
writing he would pray. When prayer became blank from utter weariness of 
age still he would pray with a pen in his hand; the only rest he would 
allow himself was reading, for that, he confesses, was still his delight. 
By means such as these he kept his other nature down. When we look at the 
volumes of his works we may assure ourselves that one at least of the 
motives which produced them was the determination in Augustine's soul to 
keep his lower nature in control by incessant labors. 

Nevertheless labor alone would never have saved or made the Augustine 
that we know. Living as he was as archbishop in a time of violence, when 
knives were easily drawn to solve the problems of theology, he had himself 
often to act with severity. Still the heart of Augustine was an affectionate 
heart, if in the old days it had led him far astray, in his later life it led 
him no less to sanctity. While he mercilessly hammered the Donatists 
about him, at the same time he could address his fellow priests in words 
like these: 

"Keep this in mind, my brothers; practice it and preach it with meekness 
that shall never fail. Love the men you fight, kill only their lie. Rest 
on truth in all humility; defend it but with no cruelty. Pray for those 
whom you oppose; pray for them while you correct them." 

Yet more than that was his ever increasing hunger after God. In the time 
of his conversion he shows us how this hunger proved his salvation; then 
he uttered the memorable sentence by which he is best known: 

"You have made us, Lord, for yourself, and our heart shall find no rest 
till it rests in you." 

As the years went on, and as he grew in understanding of this goal of all 
affection, the hunger was only the more intensified. There is a pathetic 
scene recorded in his later life, when he gathered his people about him 
and complained to them that they would not leave him time to pray. With 
the simplicity of a child he reminded them that this had been part of the 
bargain when he had become their bishop; it was their part of the bargain 
and they had not kept it. He asked them, now that he was growing old, to 
renew their engagement, to permit him to have some days in the week when 
he might be alone; then they might do with him what they would. They 
promised; but again the promise was not kept. Circumstances were against 
him and them; he was living in an age when the old order was being shaken 



to its foundations, and there was need of a man to build a new world on 
its ruins. That man was Augustine, and while his eyes and his heart 
strained after heaven, his intellect and preaching had perforce to attend 
to the raising of the City of God. 

But it was just for this purpose that Augustine had been made. He knew the 
pagan world and depicted it as no man has done from his time till now; the 
picture he draws is as true today as it was then. And equally true and 
efficacious is his antidote. As he himself had to grope through his own 
darkness till he came to God, and then, and then only, saw all in its 
right perspective, so he told mankind that they would find no solution of 
their problems in so-called peace, in shirking all restraint, in substitut- 
ing law for morality, in stifling every voice that ventured to denounce 
evil-doing, in finding equivocal phrases which seemed to condone 
all sin. They would find it only where alone it could be found; the world 
would find no rest till it found it in God. 

Augustine did not live to see so much as the dawn of the new day which he 
heralded; on the contrary, his sun went down, and there came over Africa 
and Hippo the blackest night. As the old man sat in his palace the news 
was brought to him of the wanton destruction carried out by the Arian 
Vandals. Nothing was being spared; to this day Northern Africa has not 
recovered from the scourge. The word vandalism passed into the language of 
Europe at that time, and has never since been superseded. He heard it all, 
he appealed to the Roman ruler to defend the right; he was listened to, 
and then he was betrayed. Still he did not move. With energy he called on 
his priests to stay with their flocks, and if need be to die with them. At 
length came the turn for Hippo to be besieged by land and sea. In the 
third month of the siege Augustine fell ill, probably of one of the fevers 
which a siege engenders. He grew worse; he knew he was dying; he made 
a general confession and then, at last, asked that he might be left alone 
with God. Lying on his bed he heard the din of battle in the distance, and 
as his mind began to wander he asked himself whether the end of the world 
had come. But he quickly recovered. No; it was not that. Had not Christ 
said: "I am with you always, even to the end of the world"? Some day, 
somehow, the world would be saved. "Non tollit Gothus quod custodit 
Christus,"* he told himself, and with this certain hope for mankind he went 
away to the home he had once described as the place "where we are at rest, 
where we see as we are seen, where we love and are loved." It was the 
fifth day of the Calends of September, August 28th, 430. 

* "The Goths won't take away what Christ keeps guard over." 

2. St. Margaret Of Cortona: The Second Magdalene— 1247-1297 

They were stirring times in Tuscany when Margaret was born. They were the 
days of Manfred and Conradin, of the Guelphs and Ghibellines in Italy, 



when passions of every kind ran high, and men lived at great extremes. 
They were times of great sinners, but also of great saints; Margaret lived 
to hear of the crowning and resignation of St. Celestine V, whose life and 
death are a vivid commentary on the spirits that raged throughout that 
generation. It was the age of St. Thomas in Paris, of Dante in Florence; 
of Cimabue and Giotto; of the great cathedrals and universities. In 
Tuscany itself, apart from the coming and going of soldiers, now of the 
Emperor, now of the Pope, keeping the countryside in a constant state of 
turmoil, and teaching the country-folk their ways, there were forever 
rising little wars among the little cities themselves, which were exciting 
and disturbing enough. For instance, when Margaret was a child, the 
diocese in which she lived, Chiusi, owned a precious relic, the ring of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary. An Augustinian friar got possession of this 
relic, and carried it off to Perugia. This caused a war, Chiusi and 
Perugia fought for the treasure and Perugia won. Such was the spirit of 
her time, and of the people among whom she was brought up. 

It was also a time of the great revival; when the new religious orders had 
begun to make their mark, and the old ones had renewed their strength. 
Franciscans and Dominicians had reached down to the people, and every 
town and village in the country had responded to their call to better things. 
St. Francis of Assisi had received the stigmata on Mount Alverno twenty 
years before, quite close to where Margaret was born; St. Clare died not 
far away, when Margaret was four years old. And there was the opposite 
extreme, the enthusiasts whose devotion degenerated into heresy. When 
Margaret was ten there arose in her own district the Flagellants, whose 
processions of men, women, and children, stripped to the waist and 
scourging themselves to blood, must have been a not uncommon sight to 
her and her young companions. 

Margaret was born in Laviano, a little town in the diocese of Chiusi. Her 
parents were working people of the place; their child was very beautiful, 
and in their devotion, for she was the only one, they could scarcely help 
but spoil her. Thus from the first Margaret, as we would say, had much 
against her; she grew up very willful and, like most spoilt children, very 
restless and dissatisfied. Very soon her father's cottage was too small 
for her; she needed companions; she found more life and excitement in 
the streets of the town. Next, in course of time the little town itself grew too 
small; there was a big world beyond about which she came to know, and 
Margaret longed to have a part in it. Moreover she soon learned that she 
could have a part in it if she chose. For men took notice of her, not only 
men of her own station and surroundings, whom she could bend to her will 
as she pleased; but great and wealthy men from outside, who would 
sometimes ride through the village, and notice her, and flatter her for her 
beautiful face. They would come again; they were glad to make her 
acquaintance, and sought to win her favor. Margaret quickly learned that 



she had only to command, and there were many ready to obey. 

While she was yet very young her mother died; an event which seemed to 
deprive her of the only influence that had hitherto held her in check. 
Margaret records that she was taught by her mother a prayer she never 
forgot: "0 Lord Jesus, I beseech you, grant salvation to all those for whom 
you wouldst have me pray." To make matters worse her father married 
again. He was a man of moods, at one time weak and indulgent, at another 
violent to excess, and yet with much in him that was lovable, as we shall 
have reason to see. But with the step-mother there was open and continued 
conflict. She was shocked at Margaret's willfulness and independence, and 
from her first coming to the house was determined to deal with them 
severely. Such treatment was fatal to Margaret. As a modern student has 
written of her: "Margaret's surroundings were such as to force to the 
surface the weaknesses of her character. As is clear from her own 
confessions, she was by nature one of those women who thirst for 
affection, in whom to be loved is the imperative need of their lives. She 
needed to be loved that her soul might be free, and in her home she found 
not what she wanted. Had she been of the weaker sort, either morally or 
physically, she would have accepted her lot, vegetated in spiritual 
barrenness, married eventually a husband of her father's choice, and lived 
an uneventful life with a measure of peace." 

As it was she became only the more willful and reckless. If there was not 
happiness for her, either at home or elsewhere, there was pleasure and, 
with a little yielding on her part, as much of it as she would. In no long 
time her reputation in the town was one not to be envied; before she was 
seventeen years of age she had given herself up to a life of indulgence, 
let the consequences be what they might. 

Living such a life it soon became evident that Margaret could not stay in 
Laviano. The circumstances which took her away are not very clear; we 
choose those which seem the most satisfactory. A certain nobleman, living 
out beyond Montepulciano, which in those days was far away, was in need 
of a servant in his castle. Margaret got the situation, there at least she 
was free from her step-mother and, within limits, could live as she pleased. 
But her master was young, and a sporting man, and no better than 
others of his kind. He could not fail to take notice of the handsome girl 
who went about his mansion, holding her head high as if she scorned the 
opinions of men, with an air of independence that seemed to belong to one 
above her station. He paid her attention; he made her nice presents, he 
would do her kindnesses even while she served him. And on her side, 
Margaret was skilled in her are; she was quick to discover that her master 
was as susceptible to her influence as were the other less distinguished 
men with whom she had done as she would in Laviano. Moreover this time 
she was herself attracted; she knew that this man loved her, and she re- 



turned it in Iner way. Tliere were no otiier competitors in the field to distract 
her; there was no mother to warn her, no step-mother to abuse her. Soon 
Margaret found herself installed in the castle, not as her master's wife, 
for convention would never allow that, but as his mistress, which was more 
easily condoned. Some day, he had promised her, they would be married, 
but the day never came. A child was born, and with that Margaret settled 
down to the situation. 

For some years she accepted her lot, though every day what she had done 
grew upon her more and more. Apart from the evil life she was living, her 
liberty loving nature soon found that instead of freedom she had secured 
only slavery. The restless early days in Laviano seemed, in her present 
perspective, less unhappy than she had thought; the poverty and restraint 
of her father's cottage seemed preferable to the wealth and chains of gold 
she now endured. In her lonely hours, and they were many, the memory of 
her mother came up before her, and she could not look her shadow in the 
face. And with that revived the consciousness of sin, which of late she 
had defied, and had crushed down by sheer reckless living, but which now 
loomed up before her like a haunting ghost. She saw it all, she hated it 
all, she hated herself because of it, but there was no escape. It was all 
misery, but she must endure it; she had made her own bed, and must 
henceforth lie upon it. In her solitary moments she would wander into the 
gloom of the forest, and there would dream of the life that might have 
been, a life of virtue and of the love of God. At her castle gate she 
would be bountiful; if she could not be happy herself, at least she could 
do something to help others. But for the rest she was defiant. She went 
about her castle with the airs of an unbeaten queen. None should know, not 
even the man who owned her, the agony that gnawed at her heart. From time 
to time there would come across her path those who had pity for her. They 
would try to speak to her, they would warn her of the risk she was 
running; but Margaret, with her every ready wit, would laugh at their 
warnings and tell them that some day she would be a saint. 

So things went on for nine years, till Margaret was twenty-seven. On a 
sudden there came an awakening. It chanced that her lord had to go away 
on a distant journey; in a few days, when the time arrived for his return, he 
did not appear. Instead there turned up at the castle gate his favorite 
hound, which he had taken with him. As soon as it had been given 
admittance it ran straight to Margaret's room, and there began to whine 
about her, and to tug at her dress as if it would drag her out of the 
room. Margaret saw that something was wrong. 

Anxious, not daring to express to herself her own suspicions, she rose and 
followed the hound wherever it might lead; it drew her away down to a 
forest a little distance from the castle walls. At a point where a heap of 
faggots had been piled, apparently by wood-cutters, the hound stood still, 



whining more than ever, and poking beneath the faggots with its nose. 
Margaret, all trembling, set to work to pull the heaps away; in a hole 
beneath lay the corpse of her lord, evidently some days dead, for the 
maggots and worms had already begun their work upon it. 

How he had come to his death was never known; after all, in those days of 
high passions, and family feuds, such murders were not uncommon. The 
careful way the body had been buried suggested foul play; that was all. 
But for Margaret the sight she saw was of something more than death. The 
old faith within her still lived, as we have already seen, and now 
insisted on asking questions. The body of the man she had loved and served 
was lying there before her, but what had become of his soul? If it had 
been condemned, and was now in hell, who was, in great part at least, 
responsible for its condemnation? Others might have murdered his body, but 
she had done infinitely worse Moreover there was herself to consider. She 
had known how, in the days past, she had stirred the rivalry and mutual 
hatred of men on her account and had gloried in it who knew but that this 
deed had been done by some rival because of her? Or again, her body might 
have been lying there where his now lay, her fatal beauty being eaten by 
worms, and in that case where would her soul then have been? Of that she 
could have no sort of doubt. Her whole life came up before her, crying out 
now against her as she had never before permitted it to cry. Margaret 
rushed from the spot, beside herself in this double misery, back to her 
room, turned in an instant to a torture-chamber. 

What should she do next? She was not long undecided. Though the castle 
might still be her home, she would not stay in it a moment longer. But 
where could she go? There was only one place of refuge that she knew, only 
one person in the world who was likely to have pity on her. Though her 
father's house had been disgraced in the eyes of all the village by what 
she had done, though the old man all these years had been bent beneath the 
shame she had brought upon him, still there was the memory of past 
kindness and love which he had always shown her. It was true sometimes he 
had been angry, especially when others had roused him against her and her 
ways; but always in the end, when she had gone to him, he had forgiven her 
and taken her back. She would arise and go to her father, and would ask 
him to forgive her once more; this time in her heart she knew she was in 
earnest — even if he failed her she would not turn back. Clothed as she was, 
holding her child in her arms, taking no heed of the spectacle she made, 
she left the castle, tramped over the ridge and down the valley to 
Laviano, came to her father's cottage, found him within alone and fell at 
his feet, confessing her guilt, imploring him with tears to give her 
shelter once again. 

The old man easily recognized his daughter. The years of absence, the fine 
clothes she wore, the length of years which in some ways had only deepened 



the striking lines of her handsome face, could not take from his heart the 
picture of the child of whom once he had been so proud. To forgive was 
easy; it was easy to find reasons in abundance. Had he not indulged her in 
the early days, perhaps she would never have fallen. Had he made home a 
more satisfying place for a child of so yearning a nature, perhaps she 
would never have gone away. Had he been a more careful guardian, had he 
protected her from those who had lured her into evil ways long ago, she 
would never have wandered so far, would never have brought this shame 
upon him and upon herself. She was repentant, she wished to make amends, 
she had proved it by this renunciation, she showed she loved and trusted 
him; he must give her a chance to recover. If he did not give it to her, 
who would? 

So the old man argued with himself, and for a time his counsel prevailed. 
Margaret with her child was taken back; if she would live quietly at home 
the past might be lived down. But such was not according to Margaret's 
nature. She did not wish the past to be forgotten, it must be atoned. She 
had done great evil, she had given great scandal; she must prove to God 
and man that she had broken with the past, and that she meant to make 
amends. The spirit of fighting sin by public penance was in the air; the 
Dominican and Franciscan missionaries preached it, there were some in her 
neighborhood who were carrying it to a dangerous extreme. Margaret would 
let all the neighbors see that she did not shirk the shame that was her 
due. Every time she appeared in the church it was with a rope of penance 
round her waist; she would kneel at the church door that all might pass 
her by and despise her; since this did not win for her the scorn she 
desired, one day, when the people were gathered for mass, she stood up 
before the whole congregation and made public confession of the 
wickedness of her life. 

But this did not please her old father. He had hoped she would lie quiet 
and let the scandal die; instead she kept the memory of it always alive. 
He had expected that soon all would be forgotten; instead she made of 
herself a public show. In a very short time his mind towards her changed. 
Indulgence turned to resentment, resentment to bitterness, bitterness to 
something like hatred. Besides, there was another in the house to be 
reckoned with; the step-mother, who from her first coming there had never 
been a friend of Margaret. She had endured her return because, for the 
moment, the old man would not be contradicted, but she had bided her time. 
Now when he wavered she brought her guns to bear; to the old man in 
secret, to Margaret before her face, she did not hesitate to use every 
argument she knew. This hussy who had shamed them all in the sight of the 
whole village had dared to cross her spotless threshold, and that with a 
baggage of a child in her arms. How often when she was a girl had she been 
warned where her reckless life would lead her! When she had gone away, in 
spite of every appeal, she had been told clearly enough what would be her 



end. All these years she had continued, never once relenting, never giving 
them a sign of recognition, knowing very well the disgrace she had brought 
upon them, while she enjoyed herself in luxury and ease. Let her look to 
it; let her take the consequences. That house had been shamed enough; it 
should not be shamed any more, by keeping such a creature under its roof. 
One day when things had reached a climax, without a word of pity Margaret 
and her child were driven out of the door. If she wished to do penance, 
let her go and join the fanatical Flagellants, who were making such a show 
of themselves not far away. 

Margaret stood in the street, homeless, condemned by her own, an outcast. 
Those in the town looked on and did nothing; she was not one of the kind 
to whom it was either wise or safe to show pity, much less to take her 
into their own homes. And Margaret knew it; since her own father had 
rejected her she could appeal to no one else; she could only hide her head 
in shame, and find refuge in loneliness in the open lane. But what should 
she do next? For she had not only herself to care for; there was also the 
child in her arms. As she sat beneath a tree looking away from Laviano, 
her eyes wandered up the ridge on which stood Montepulciano. Over that 
ridge was the bright, gay world she had left, the world without a care, 
where she had been able to trample scandal underfoot and to live as a 
queen. There she had friends who loved her; rich friends who had condoned 
her situation, poor friends who had been beholden to her for the alms she 
had given them. Up in the castle there were still wealth and luxury 
waiting for her, and even peace of a kind, if only she would go back to 
them. Besides, from the castle what good she could do! She was now free; 
she could repent in silence and apart; with the wealth at her disposal she 
could help the poor yet more. Since she had determined to change her life, 
could she not best accomplish it up there, far away from the sight of men? 
On the other hand, what was she doing here? She had tried to repent, and 
all her efforts had only come to this; she was a homeless outcast on the 
road, with all the world to glare at her as it passed her by. Among her 
own people, even if in the end she were forgiven and taken back, she could 
never be the same again. Then came a further thought. She knew herself 
well by this time. Did she wish that things should be the same again? In 
Laviano, among the old surroundings which she had long outgrown, among 
peasants and laborers whom she had long left behind, was it not likely that 
the old boredom would return, more burdensome now that she had known 
the delights of freedom? Would not the old temptations return, had they 
not returned already, had they not been with her all the time, and with 
all her good intentions was it not certain that she would never be able to 
resist? Then would her last state be worse than her first. How much better 
to be prudent, to take the opportunity as it was offered, perhaps to use 
for good the means and the gifts she had hitherto used only for evil? 
Thus, resting under a tree in her misery, a great longing came over 
Margaret, to have done with the penitence which had all gone wrong, to 



go back to the old life where all had gone well, and would henceforth go 
better, to solve her problems once and for all by the only way that seemed 
open to her. That lonely hour beneath the tree was the critical hour of 
her life. 

Happily for her, and for many who have come after her, Margaret survived 
it: "I have put you as a burning light," Our Lord said to her later, "to 
enlighten those who sit in the darkness. — I have set you as an example to 
sinners, that in you they may behold how my mercy awaits the sinner who 
is willing to repent; for as I have been merciful to you, so will I be merciful 
to them." She had made up her mind long ago, and she would not go 
back now. She shook herself and rose to go; but where? The road down 
which she went led to Cortona; a voice within her seemed to tell her to go 
thither. She remembered that at Cortona was a monastery of Franciscans. 
It was famous all over the countryside; Brother Elias had built it, and had 
lived and died there; the friars, she knew, were everywhere described as 
the friends of sinners. She might go to them; perhaps they would have pity 
on her and find her shelter. But she was not sure. They would know her 
only too well, for she had long been the talk of the district, even as far 
as Cortona; was it not too much to expect that the Franciscan friars would 
so easily believe in so sudden and complete a conversion? Still she could 
only try; at the worst she could but again be turned into the street, and 
that would be more endurable from them than the treatment she had just 
received in Laviano. 

Her fears were mistaken. Margaret knocked at the door of the monastery, 
and the friars did not turn her away. They took pity on her; they accepted 
her tale though, as was but to be expected, with caution. She made a 
general confession, with such a flood of tears that those who witnessed it 
were moved. It was decided that Margaret was, so far at least, sincere and 
harmless, and they found her a home. They put her in charge of two good 
matrons of the town, who spent their slender means in helping hard cases 
and who undertook to provide for her. Under their roof she began in 
earnest her life of penance. Margaret could not do things by halves; when 
she had chosen to sin she had defied the world in her sinning, now that 
she willed to do penance she was equally defiant of what men might think 
or say. She had reveled in rich clothing and jewels; henceforth, so far as 
her friends would permit her, she would clothe herself literally in rags. 
She had slept on luxurious couches; henceforth she would lie only on the 
hard ground. Her beauty, which had been her ruin, and the ruin of many 
others besides, and which even now, at twenty-seven, won for her many a 
glance of admiration as she passed down the street, she was determined 
to destroy. She cut her face, she injured it with bruises, till men would no 
longer care to look upon her. Nay, she would go abroad, and where she had 
sinned most she would make most amends. She would go to Montepulciano; 
there she would hire a woman to lead her like a beast with a rope round 



her neck, and cry: "Look at Margaret, the sinner." It needed a strong and 
wise confessor to keep her within bounds. 

Nor was this done only to atone for the past. For years the old cravings 
were upon her; they had taken deep root and could not at once be rooted 
out; even to the end of her life she had reason to fear them. Sometimes 
she would ask herself how long she could continue the fight; sometimes it 
would be that there was no need, that she should live her life like 
ordinary mortals. 

Sometimes again, and this would often come from those about her, it would 
be suggested to her that all her efforts were only a proof of sheer pride. 
In many ways we are given to see that with all the sanctity and close 
union with God which she afterwards attained, Margaret to the end was very 
human; she was the same Margaret, however chastened, that she had been 
at the beginning. "My father," she said to her confessor one day, "do not ask 
me to give in to this body of mine. I cannot afford it. Between me and my 
body there must needs be a struggle until death." 

The rest of Margaret's life is a wonderful record of the way God deals 
with his penitents. There were her child and herself to be kept, and the 
fathers wisely bade her earn her own bread. She began by nursing; soon 
she confined her nursing to the poor, herself living on alms. She retired to 
a cottage of her own; here, like St. Francis before her, she made it her 
rule to give her labor to whoever sought it, and to receive in return 
whatever they chose to give. In return there grew in her a new 
understanding of that craving for love which had led her into danger. She 
saw that it never would be satisfied here on earth; she must have more 
than this world could give her or none at all. And here God was good to 
her. He gave her an intimate knowledge of Himself; we might say He hum- 
ored her by letting her realize His love. His care. His watchfulness over her. 
With all her fear of herself, which was never far away, she grew in 
confidence because she knew that now she was loved by one who would 
not fail her. This became the character of her sanctity, founded on that 
natural trait which was at once her strength and her weakness. 

And it is on this account, more than on account of the mere fact that she 
was a penitent, that she deserves the title of the Second Magdalene. Of 
the first Magdalene we know this, that she was an intense human being, 
seeking her own fulfillment at extremes, now in sin, now in repentance 
regardless of what men might think, uniting love and sorrow so closely 
that she is forgiven, not for her sorrow so much as for her love. We know 
that ever afterwards it was the same; the thought of her sin never kept 
her from her Lord, the knowledge of His love drew her ever closer to Him, 
till, after Calvary, she is honored the first among those to whom He would 
show Himself alone. And in that memorable scene we have the two traits 



which sum her up; He reveals Himself by calling her by her name: "Mary," 
and yet, when she would cling about His feet, as she had done long before, 
He bids her not to touch Him. In Margaret of Cortona the character, and 
the treatment, are parallel. She did not forget what she had been; but from 
the first the thought of this never for a moment kept her from Our Lord. 

She gave herself to penance, but the motive of her penance, as her revel- 
ations show, was love more than atonement. In her extremes of penance 
she had no regard for the opinions of men; she would brave any obstacle 
that she might draw the nearer to Him. At first He humored her; He drew 
her by revealing to her His appreciation of her love; He even condescended 
so far as to call her "Child," when she had grown tired of being called 
"Poverella." But later, when the time for the greatest graces came, then 
He took her higher by seeming to draw more apart; it was the scene of 
"Noli me tangere" repeated [Jn 20:17 - "Do not touch me": Jesus to Mary 
Magdalene after the resurrection] . 

This must suffice for an account of the wonderful graces and revelations 
that were poured out on Margaret during the last twenty-three years of her 
life. She came to Cortona as a penitent when she was twenty-seven. For 
three years the Franciscan fathers kept her on her trial, before they 
would admit her to the Third Order of St. Francis. She submitted to the 
condition; during that time she earned her bread, entirely in the service 
of others. Then she declined to earn it; while she labored in service no 
less, she would take in return only what was given to her in alms. Soon 
even this did not satisfy her; she was not content till the half of what 
was given her in charity was shared with others who seemed to her more 
needy. Then out of this there grew other things, for Margaret had a 
practical and organizing mind. She founded institutions of charity, she 
established an institution of ladies who would spend themselves in the 
service of the poor and suffering. She took a large part in the keeping of 
order in that turbulent countryside; even her warlike bishop was compelled 
to listen to her, and to surrender much of his plunder at her bidding. 
Like St. Catherine of Siena after her, Margaret is a wonderful instance, 
not only of the mystic combined with the soul of action, but more of the 
soul made one of action because it was a mystic, and by means of its 
mystical insight. 

Margaret died in 1297, being just fifty years of age. Her confessor and 
first biographer tells us that one day, shortly before her death, she had 
a vision of St. Mary Magdalene, "most faithful of Christ's apostles, 
clothed in a robe as it were of silver, and crowned with a crown of 
precious gems, and surrounded by the holy angels." And whilst she was in 
this ecstasy Christ spoke to Margaret, saying: "My Eternal Father said of 
Me to the Baptist: This is My beloved Son; so do I say to you of 
Magdalene: This is my beloved daughter." On another occasion we are told 



that "she was taken in spirit to the feet of Christ, which she washed with 
her tears as did Magdalene of old; and as she wiped His feet she desired 
greatly to behold His face, and prayed to the Lord to grant her this 
favor." Thus to the end we see she was the same; and yet the difference! 

They buried her in the church of St. Basil in Cortona. Around her body, 
and later at her tomb, her confessor tells us that so many miracles, 
physical and spiritual, were worked that he could fill a volume with the 
record of those which he personally knew alone. And today Cortona boasts 
of nothing more sacred or more treasured than that same body, which lies 
there still incorrupt, after more than six centuries, for everyone to see. 



3. St. John Of God: The Street Kid— 1495-1550 

Few people in this world who have made any name for themselves in any 
sphere began life under such adverse conditions as did St. John of God. He 
was born in Montemayor-el-Novo, in Portugal, in 1495. His parents were 
respectable, but not of the richest class; they looked upon their only son 
as the chief treasure they possessed. But they were not to possess him 
long. One day, when John was eight years of age, he disappeared. Whether 
he had been deliberately kidnapped, or whether he had been seduced from 
his home by some enticing stranger, is not clear; at all events a short 
time after he found himself an outcast, a homeless waif, in the streets of 
Oropesa, in the kingdom of Castile, on the opposite coast of the Spanish 
peninsula from the place where he was born. There, in a foreign land, he 
had no one to care for him, nothing on which to live; he had to be content 
with whatever means of subsistence he could find, and he settled down as 
a shepherd-boy on the neighboring countryside. 

He remained in this solitary life till he was twenty-two years of age; 
during all that time there seems to be nothing to record about him. Then 
came a change. It was an age of wars and conquests; and even country 
villagers, especially in Spain, when the day's work was over, could talk 
of little else but the new countries being discovered, the great battles 
being fought, the wonderful deeds being done, by the heroes of the time, 
from the Emperor-king, Charles V, known among themselves as Charles I, to 
the common soldier. Men would come home from the wars, and would fire 
them with marvelous tales, which lost nothing in the telling; voyagers would 
return from their wanderings across the seas, and would describe the 
strange people they had met, and the strange sights they had seen, in 
America or in the Indies. Occasionally one would come back with his 
pockets apparently full of gold, and would build his own house and settle 
down at home, independent for the rest of his life; and many a 
country-bred youth would tell himself that the same could be his if only 
he would go and do likewise. Then would follow some recruiting officer, 
who would dangle before these young men's eyes the glittering bait of 



service in the Emperor's armies; and many would lay aside their ploughs, 
or leave their sheep on the hillside, to go after the drum of the sergeant 
and enlist as soldiers. 

In the course of time John the shepherd caught the fever like others. When 
he was about twenty-two years of age he joined a company of foot-soldiers, 
and in that company fought for the Emperor, Charles V, first against the 
French in Fontarabia, later in Hungary against the Turks. For some 
eighteen years John was a trooper employed in various parts of Europe. 
But while helping to win battles, he lost almost everything else. On the 
hillsides of Castile he had preserved some practice of religion; now he 
lost what little of faith and devotion he once possessed. He laid aside 
his morals; he was ashamed to be thought better than the comrades-in-arms 
about him; in the course of years John became as hardened in body and soul 
as anybody else. 

Still, not quite everything was gone. Sometimes, when he lay alone on his 
bed of straw at night, memories of his childhood would come back to him. 
Though he had been taken from his home at the age of eight, he never 
forgot the pictures of his early days. The cottage in which he had lived 
as a child with a contented father and mother would rise up out of the 
mist; or again the hillsides with the sheep, where he had wandered many 
a day, all alone, but light-hearted and utterly free. These recollections he 
would contrast with the life he was living; with the noise and confusion 
of it all, the wealth that occasionally came from loot, but as quickly 
disappeared, the revelry and drink and sin, above all the cruelty. Here 
indeed was a trait which he never lost. However wild his life, John had 
always a weak spot in his heart for the poor and suffering; however 
reckless his behavior, no beggar ever came to John but got relief, if he 
was able to give it. The trait is not uncommon in men of his kind, as 
anyone will know who has had to deal with them. 

One or two events contributed to deepen these reflections. Once when he 
was out on a looting expedition he fell from his horse, was severely 
injured, and narrowly escaped being taken by the enemy. As he lay on the 
ground expecting death, instinctively the prayers of his childhood came to 
his lips. He appealed to Mary to save him, and somehow he was rescued. On 
another occasion he was set to guard an enormous heap of booty. When he 
was relieved it was found that much of the treasure had been rifled. 
Naturally the suspicion fell on John; even if he had not been partner in 
the theft, at least he had failed in his duty. He was condemned to be 
shot; and that would have been his doom had not some more tolerant officer 
intervened to win his pardon. Experiences such as these strengthened his 
disgust for the army; he determined to be rid of it as soon as he could, 
and to return to the peace he had known. 



John was over forty years of age before his day of freedom came. After the 
campaign in Hungary his regiment was at last disbanded, and the men were 
landed on the coast of Galicia. Immediately he set about making something 
of himself; and since in those times it was usual for penitents to begin 
by being pilgrims, John made a pilgrimage on foot to St. James of 
Compostella. At the shrine, as became a true pilgrim, he put himself right 
before God, he made his confession, and determined that in some way the 
rest of his life should be spent in atonement. With the joy of forgiveness 
came thoughts of his early childhood, and with them a great longing to 
know what had become of his family. He accordingly went into Portugal, to 
the town where he was born; he found there an uncle, to whom he contrived 
to make himself known. From him he learned that his mother had died long 
years ago, partly of a broken heart because of the loss of her son; after 
her death his father had entered a Franciscan monastery, and there had 
ended his days. As may well be imagined, this discovery made a deep 
impression on John, especially at this moment. He looked upon himself, not 
only as a reprobate trooper, but as having been in some way the cause of 
his mother's and his father's death, and therefore unfit to live in their 
country any longer. 

John accordingly left Portugal, and returned once more to Spain. But to 
what could he turn for a means of livelihood? An ex-soldier, at the best 
of times, was always an object of suspicion among self-respecting 
citizens. Such a man had been accustomed to a lawless life; he was not 
over-scrupulous about the things that belonged to others; usually he knew 
no trade, and was too old and unwilling to learn one; his behavior and 
language were no good example to the young men and women about him; 
altogether, prudent fathers and careful mothers had no wish to have him as 
a member of their establishments. When, then, John sought employment, he 
only fared like others of his kind. He had nothing to recommend him; his 
age was a further obstacle; he was miserably poor; in the end he counted 
himself fortunate to find a situation as a shepherd once more, in the 
service of a wealthy and benevolent lady who lived near Seville. 

Thus at the age of forty-two, John began again where he had left off 
twenty years before. But now he was a very different man. In his hours 
of solitude on the hills with his sheep he set himself at least to try to 
pray; during his prayer it came upon him more than ever what a wasted life 
he had lived. Indeed it had been more than wasted; he was appalled at the 
amount of harm he had done to others. There were only two conclusions to 
be drawn. On the one hand, if he received his rights from men, he would 
certainly deserve from them nothing but contempt; on the other hand, he 
who had done so much harm, who stood responsible for the lives of so many, 
perhaps his mother included, could never be content to remain in compar- 
ative ease among his sheep. In some way he must give what remained 
of his life in atonement for the lives of those he had ruined; he must do 



some good to balance the harm. 

What should he do? He would take the first thing that came his way. There 
was much talk at the time of the sufferings of Christian slaves among the 
Moors of Africa. He would go over to them; if he could get money he would 
spend it all in their ransom; if he could not, then perhaps he could 
substitute himself for one of them. With this plan in his mind, John gave 
up his shepherd's life and made his way to Gibraltar. Here he came across 
a Portuguese who for some reason had been exiled from his country, and 
was about to settle with his family across the strait at Ceuta. He was utterly 
destitute; this decided John to go with him, and at least to begin by 
serving him. They came to Ceuta; there John found work on the 
fortifications which were being built, handing over his earnings to his 
destitute fellow countryman. 

But this did not last long. In a very short time a priest who worked in 

the settlement discovered him. When he learned something more of his new 

parishioner and his past, he spared no pains to persuade John to return to 

Spain; Africa was no place for men like him. He pointed out to him the 

risk he ran by living in his present surroundings. In part they were too 

like those of his old days; his companions were not dissimilar, soon the 

old temptations would return and he would fall. There was the added danger 

of association with Mohammedans. Already some of his kind had joined their 

sect, lured by their moral code, which suited their fancy better than 

their own; if John was not careful he would follow them, and his last case 

would be worse than his first. 

John listened to the warning of the priest and returned to Spain. He had 
failed in his first attempt, but he was in no way discouraged. He had made 
up his mind to spend his life in the two things we have seen, securing for 
himself the kind of justice he deserved, and somehow doing good to others; 
how these things were brought about mattered very little. Soon he invented 
for himself a trade which served his purpose very well. We next hear of 
him going from village to village, with a wheelbarrow or a hawker's 
basket, selling pious pictures and religious books and objects of devotion 
to anyone who would buy, when he found a customer he did not part with his 
wares till he had given him, over and above, an exhortation to use his 
purchase well and be good. In this manner he came to Granada. While on 
this journey, tradition tells us that he found a small child on the 
roadside, ill-clad and barefooted, who asked John to carry him part of his 
way. Without more ado John lifted the child on his shoulders, and trudged 
along with his double burden. But the weight was heavy, and John was none 
too strong; when he reached a drinking fountain on the road John proposed 
to the child that they should stop and rest. The child came down from his 
shoulders but was suddenly transformed. "John of God," he said, "Granada 
shall be your cross," and immediately disappeared. 



Arrived at Granada, John continued the trade he had chosen for himself, 
but on a larger scale; if he could not preach, or help souls by any powers 
of his own, at least he could do good by such means as this. He rented a 
shop at a street corner near the city gate, and there continued to sell 
his pictures, books and pious objects. He was also a constant visitor at 
the neighboring church. Now it chanced that a preacher at that church was 
Blessed John of Avila, the friend of St. Teresa, of St. Francis Borgia, 
and of others well known for their sanctity. One day (it was the feast of 
St. Sebastian, a great day in Spain) John of Avila was preaching; he had 
taken for his subject the glory of being made a fool for the sake of Jesus 
Christ. John of God was among his hearers, during the sermon it struck him 
that here was an obvious and simple solution of his first problem, that of 
making people treat him as his past life deserved. If he could do nothing 
else at least he could do this; if he could be nothing else at least he 
could be a fool. No sooner was the sermon over than he set to work. As the 
congregation poured out into the street, John went before, crying out for 
mercy, tearing his hair, beating himself on face and body, rolling in the 
mud, sitting on the pavement at the feet of the passers-by. So he moved 
from street to street, amid the ridicule of the neighbors, and to the 
intense amusement of the children who followed him in crowds. The more 
they laughed the more John persisted in his folly; he played his part to 
perfection. Soon the neighbors were convinced that the keeper of the shop 
at the corner of the street was of unsound mind. He had always been queer, 
so they said, now they saw that he had fits of insanity, and they began to 
be sorry for him. 

But John was far from being content with their pity; he must be treated as 
a madman or all his efforts would be in vain. Accordingly on another day, 
when service was about to begin in the church, John rushed in, threw 
himself on the ground, and began again to cry out for mercy, louder than 
ever before. Of course there was a commotion; it was now quite clear that 
he was mad, and had become a public nuisance. Some pious members of 
the congregation took hold of him, and carried him off forthwith to the 
nearest lunatic asylum. At last John had got his wish; he was really taken 
for a fool, and was to be treated accordingly; to assure himself that this 
treatment should continue, in his prison he began to play the lunatic more 
than ever. Now in those days the chief cure for lunacy was the whip. John 
therefore, as a particularly troublesome patient, was taken out every day 
and scourged; but the more his keepers scourged him, the more did John 
persist in his folly. 

At length one day what was going on reached the ears of Blessed John of 
Avila. Now Blessed John, probably through the confessional, had come to 
know the shopkeeper a little; and though he easily allowed that he might 
be what men would call eccentric, he was certainly not mad nor in any 



sense a lunatic. Hence he was not slow to guess his penitent's maneuver, 
and determined to put an end to it. He went to the hospital, and asked to 
see John alone. Then he gave him a sound scolding. He pointed out to John 
that he was untruthful, he was pretending to be mad whereas he was quite 
sane. He was unjust; he was living on the alms intended for lunatics, 
while he was quite able to look after himself. He was wanting in charity; 
for he was giving endless trouble to everyone about him, though he had 
resolved to spend himself in their service. All this made John see his 
folly in a new light. He became immediately sane, and Blessed John of 
Avila was soon able to secure him his release; possibly some may have 
thought that he had worked a miracle. 

John came away from his prison, and again betook himself to his little 
shop. But by this time, as the lunatic episode proves, it had grown too 
small for his zeal and his energies; he could not wait all day for good 
people to come to him, he must find something else to do. First he went 
on a pilgrimage to Our Lady of Guadaloupe, and apparently came back 
with his mind made up; at last it would seem, after all these years, he had 
discovered his true vocation. He came back to Granada, rented another 
house, and immediately began to gather in it all the refuse inhabitants of 
the town. It did not seem to matter who they were homeless tramps and 
vagabonds, cripples begging at church doors, the poor in the streets 
wherever he might find them, prisoners let out of jail, all seemed the 
same to John; he invited them all to his house so long as there was a 
board on which they might lie. Often enough, when he found on the road 
beggars too deformed to be able to crawl to his lodging, he hoisted them 
upon his back and carried them there himself; John with such a load became 
a familiar sight in the streets of Granada. 

Within the house John did all the work himself. He had at first no 
servants, no nurses; his experience in the wars now stood him in good 
stead, for there his natural charity had taught him something about wounds 
and bandages. So he set to work with the little he knew. He could wash his 
patients and dress their sores; he could kiss their feet and let them feel 
that somebody cared; he could put them to bed and give them a sense of 
home; he could sit by their side and be merry with them, and then could 
induce them to go to confession and pray; it was all very rough and ready, 
but it suited his household. Under such management it was wonderful how 
this gathering of the refuse of Granada soon became a model of quiet and 
content. At first the neighbors resented his conduct; in no long time they 
were glad to let John go his own way. For the maintenance of his 
establishment he went out to beg. He had been a hawker and had learned 
how 

to use his voice in the streets; moreover, with his keen sense of humor, he 
had discovered ways to induce men and women to buy his wares. He made 
use of the same methods now. He went about the town, rattling a tin can in 



his hand, shouting as loud as charity could make him, and the burden of 
his cry showed that his humor had not deserted him. "Do yourselves a good 
turn, ladies and gentleman, do yourselves a good turn," was the form of 
appeal he adopted; and its novelty made his hearers laugh, but it also 
induced them to open their purses. Money began to come in by this single 
channel; very soon those who gave John alms followed him to see what he 
did with it. Their eyes were opened; they were astonished to discover what 
a single man could do unaided, and a man without any qualifications 
whatsoever. He was neither nurse nor doctor, neither priest nor religious, 
his education was virtually none, he had no one to help him except his own 
patients, who occasionally caught the fever of his charity. Very soon 
there grew up about his house a group of more wealthy men and women 
who took pride in calling themselves his benefactors. 

Thus in an incredibly short time John found himself a kind of public 
character in Granada. He rose to the situation. On the one side he 
accepted any means that was likely to help him in the service of stricken 
humanity, on the other side his net was extended so as to include every 
type of outcast. He was not content with gathering up the beggars off the 
streets; he went and searched them out in the hovels in which they lived. 
Even houses of ill fame were the object of his raids; indeed it is clear 
that they soon became a matter for his special concern. He went in among 
them, scolded and exhorted and sympathized with those who lived in them, 
as often as not was only laughed at for his pains, but in return brought 
away many a penitent and set her up in an honest way of life. 

Meanwhile the work he was doing attracted the notice of the ecclesiastical 
authorities. There were those who were suspicious, who had little faith in 
such freakish ways; there were others who could not but see the 
astonishing fruit of John's work. He was called to meet the bishop, who 
also at the time held the post of Mayor of Granada. The bishop asked him 
his name; John replied that once upon a time a child he had helped in a 
country lane had called him John of God. 

"Then John of God shall be your name always," the bishop answered, and 
this was how he came to have the title. Then the bishop asked him about 
his dress. For John, even in this august company, presented a sad 
appearance; he was wearing a suit of clothes he had taken from a beggar in 
exchange for his own. The bishop bade him wear a habit; by this dress it 
would be clear to all that he acted with the bishop's approval. The next 
step was a hospital proper which the citizens of Granada gave him; and by 
a hospital we must understand a kind of workhouse, though even a 
workhouse, as we now interpret it, would be much too good a name. 
Henceforward John had to give himself to administration; he had a staff of 
volunteers who worked under his direction, many of them men whom he had 
rescued from misfortune, who were ready to make amends in the way he 



showed them. 

But John could never have been a saint had he merely prospered; prosperity 
alone never makes a saint. Besides a few friends, he had many enemies; the 
kind of work he did almost inevitably provoked opposition. First were the 
outsiders, who looked on from a distance. They denounced this excessive 
consideration for the outcast; such treatment as John gave them could only 
encourage vagabonds and idlers in their evil ways. There were others who 
put him on his trial for the misuse and squandering of the moneys 
entrusted to him; practically he was accused of embezzlement. Often 
enough, it must be confessed, there seemed to be justice on their side; 
for John did not keep accounts, and money slipped through his fingers as 
quickly as it came. For instance, once when he went to Valladolid to beg 
from the court established there, he came away with a large sum of money, 
but arrived at Granada without any. He had given it all away on the road, 
chiefly in Valladolid itself; and when his friends at home blamed him for 
having come back empty-handed he would only say: 
"God is in Valladolid as well as in Granada, and we can give to Him there 
as well as here." 

Again, there were many, young and old, who never forgot that he had once 
been an inmate of a lunatic asylum, and treated him accordingly. Once a 
boy met him, carrying a bucket of dirty water. He poured the contents over 
John the lunatic; whereupon all in the street burst into laughter. But 
John burst into laughter with them; which made some think him only a 
greater fool, while others thought him a saint. Another time John's cloak 
accidentally brushed against a Spanish gentleman, and fell to the ground 
at his feet. The gentleman was indignant, and dealt John a staggering 
blow. John recovered himself, picked up his cloak, and then stood before 
his assailant for another. 

But these were only the outside trials which signified nothing to John and 
troubled him very little; what affected him more were the persecutions 
coming from inside the hospital. There were the many quarrels among the 
patients themselves, almost inevitable when we consider who they were; and 
John, in his efforts to be peacemaker, came in for blame from many sides. 
They would denounce him for injustice, or extravagance, or something else; 
there were times when it seemed that all his labors had come to nothing. 
Most troublesome of all were the women whom he had rescued from a life of 
sin. He had been more than once warned that to do more for these poor 
creatures than to take them from their evil surroundings was dangerous. 
They were treacherous by nature, they were ungrateful, they were 
notoriously unstable, their very repentance, in most cases, was only a 
pretense; if he did more for them they would only turn upon him. John was 
well aware that this was only too true; nevertheless he went on as before. 
He found them a home, as we have already seen he procured the means to 



give many of them a new start in life; still it was only to receive in 
return, for the most part, what his friends had told him would come. In 
the home he had provided for them these poor, restless creatures were 
difficult to control. They were never satisfied; no matter what he gave them 
they always asked for more. They looked upon themselves as something 
superior to the beggar man about them who had made himself their slave. 
Abuse was all he deserved, and he received it from them in overflowing. 
When he could not find for them all they demanded, when he attempted to 
suggest to them better thoughts than those they had always in their minds, 
then they would turn on him with ridicule, call him a hypocrite and a 
bigot, hint to him that he knew too much about their lives to be himself 
wholly innocent. 

And John, with his usual good humor, would take their abuse in good part. 
It was characteristic of him throughout his life that he never took 
offense; he knew himself too well for that. He would join in the laughter 
against himself; he would tell these women that what they said against him 
must be true. Once when one of them was particularly abusive, raking up 
his early life against him, he gave her two silver coins that she might go 
into the street and proclaim to all the world what she had charged him 
with in private. On another occasion, when a visitor chanced to overhear 
the abuse that was being poured upon him and wished to interfere, John 
begged him to leave his accusers alone. "1 beg you of your charity," he 
said, "to let them have their say. They know me better than you, and they 
know that I am a bad lot, worse than they." 

John of God was a saint in a category all his own. He lived his own life 
without anyone to help him, he grew in sanctity after his own manner, he 
did his work almost entirely single-handed. The Order which he founded, 
the Brothers Hospitallers of St. John of God, grew almost without his 
knowing it; it was the fruit of his example and inspiration, its first members 
were men whose lives had been akin to his own, and whom he had won 
to do as he did in atonement. And the divine consolations he received were 
characteristic of himself. We have mentioned the Child that was so heavy a 
burden in his early days, when he first made his way to Granada. Once, in 
later years, as he prayed before a crucifix, he seemed to see before him 
his Lord, Jesus Christ, Our Lady, and St. John. Our Lady stepped forward 
from the group with a crown, not of gold, not of roses, but of thorns in 
her hand, and pressed it hard upon his head. "John," she said, "it is by 
thorns and sufferings that you must win the crown my Son has waiting for 
you in heaven." John felt the thorns piercing his very brain; still he 
could only reply: "From your hand. Lady, thorns and sufferings are 
welcome; they are my flowers and my roses." 

Another time he found a beggar in the street, deserted and apparently 
dying. As usual he took him upon his shoulders, and carried him to his 



hospital. There he laid him on a bed, and began to wash his feet. But the 
feet had gaping wounds in them; John looked up in surprise, and found the 
beggar had been transfigured. He seemed to be all shining, and the 
brightness seemed to envelop John himself. When he was again alone, 
and was walking through the hospital, so brilliant a light shone about him 
that the sick in the ward took alarm, thinking he was on fire; and John 
had much difficulty in assuring them that all was well. 

So John went through the last fifteen years of his life, keeping his two 
resolutions, to atone for the harm he had done to others in his early days 
by doing only good to them now, and by ignoring his own very existence. He 
gave when he had nothing for himself; when he was ill, which was often, he 
took no notice of his illness that he might serve others who were worse. 
But there came a time when he could hold out no longer. One day, when he 
was out on an errand of charity, he chanced to pass along the riverside, 
and saw a man in the river drowning. Without more ado he went into the 
water and saved him, but he came home that evening shivering and in high 
fever. He struggled on to his ordinary work, but at intervals he was 
obliged to lie down in his own hospital, alongside of those he called his 
children. These children took alarm; to do such a thing was unlike their 
father; they would get out of their beds and crowd around his couch, so 
that John was in danger of being suffocated. A benefactress came to the 
rescue. On one of her visits to the hospital she discovered what was going 
on, and wished to have John taken to some other home where he might be 
better tended. But John demurred; not until she had been supported by the 
express order of the bishop would he consent to be removed. 

In this way he came to die; when the end seemed certain the bishop himself 
gave him the last sacraments. Then he was asked whether he had anything 
on his mind. Yes, he had. His answer was characteristic of the man, the 
model of practical charity. 

"There are three things that make me uneasy," he said. "The first is that 
I have received so many graces from God, and have not recognized them, 
and have repaid them with so little of my own. The second is that after I am 
dead, I fear lest the poor women I have rescued, and the poor sinners I 
have reclaimed, may be treated badly. The third is that those who have 
trusted me with money, and whom I have not fully repaid, may suffer loss 
on my account." 

He was reassured on these points and his mind was set at rest. Then, even 
more characteristically, he requested those round his bed to leave him 
alone for a few minutes; he had lived his life alone, he would die alone. 
When they were gone he rose from his bed and knelt before a crucifix. The 
nurses entered shortly after and found him still kneeling there, his face 
resting on the feet of the Savior, but he was quite dead. His body 



remained kneeling till it was taken up to be laid out for burial. It was 
the eighth of March, 1550, a little after midnight. At the time of his 
death John was fifty-five years of age. 



4. The "Failure" Of St. Francis Xavier— 1506-1552 

Probably there is no saint whose name occurs in the Church's calendar, 
perhaps there is no hero in history, who has more enthusiastic admirers 
than St. Francis Xavier. Certainly it would be hard to find more highly 
colored panegyrics than those which have been written of him, from his own 
brethren in France and Spain to our own poet Dryden. The boundless range 
of his horizon, his life of utter devotedness, the splendid fruit of his 
labors, all appeal to every man who looks for greatness, and compel him to 
pay homage. The most materialistic and the most utilitarian, whatever they 
may think of saints as such, are forced to acknowledge that here, at 
least, was a man, even while he was a saint. That one should surrender all 
that Xavier surrendered for the sake of his fellow-men, that he should 
seem to have known no limits to his giving, or to the people to whom he 
gave, but perhaps, above all, that he should have succeeded in doing the 
work he did, all this appeals to the man of action and results, who 
reckons work done by the price that is paid for it and by the fruit that 
is reaped. Hence it is that panegyrists, both inside and outside the 
Church, dwell most of all on this aspect of the saint as that which 
appeals to every man. 

At the same time, one cannot help asking oneself whether as a matter of 
fact this side of his life is the one which is really most to be admired. 
One cannot help asking whether St. Francis Xavier himself, were he now in 
heaven allowed to select, would choose this glorious picture of himself as 
the one which redounded most to his credit, or as the one he would most 
bring before men's notice in proof of the manhood that was in him. To 
anyone who reads between the lines of the story of his life the fact of 
the other side is only too evident. In his own day, and among his own 
people, he was by no means the great success we, looking back, can see 
him to have been. On the contrary, we are not without proofs, both internal 
and external, that to many at least of his contemporaries he was thought a 
failure. While here and there he had a few staunch friends, and while his 
capacity for friendship is manifest in every letter that he wrote, still 
there is, throughout his life, a certain isolation and loneliness which 
cannot be mistaken. At times he seems almost to cry out against it; when, 
for instance, he writes to all his brethren in Europe, saying he would 
gladly write to each one if he could; when in his moments of distress he 
addresses a single faithful follower in India; when he leaves all alone 
and hides himself away to seek the one Friend who, he knows, will never 
fail him. 



still more evidence have we of his own deep conviction that he was himself 
of little worth. By nature highly strung and sanguine, he suffered from 
strong reactions; endowed with talents and gifts beyond the ordinary, he 
was weighed down with the littleness of men around him, blocking his way 
at every turn; a man of broad horizons and boundless ambitions, he seemed 
forever tempted to depression and despair, and to surrender every task he 
undertook. The real greatness of the man must surely lie in this, that he 
did what he did in spite of every discouragement, from without and from 
within, and that he died with his eyes stretched forward to a yet further 
horizon, counting all he had so far done as nothing, probably counting it 
a failure. 

From the day when he decided to throw in his lot with St. Ignatius he was 
a disappointment to those who had hitherto known him. His family was 
disappointed with him. It was noble, but now was not rich; it had lost its 
all because of its staunch support of the French claim against the Spanish 
for the lordship of Navarre: in the campaign which led up to the fall of 
Pampeluna, his own brothers had fought on the side of the French victors. 
Now, since the reverse, it had done what it could to give this youngest 
son a fresh start in life; since he could not serve under a Spanish 
conqueror, he should be offered a career of learning, a career in the 
Church. Yet here he was, at the mere instigation of an eccentric 
beggar-student, and a Spaniard besides, whose past was more than 
suspicious, sacrificing all his prospects, and starting on some wildgoose 
chase to convert the Holy Land! It must be confessed that many a more 
Christian family than even that of Xavier would have been justified in its 
disappointment on a less apparent ground than this. 

Again, the University was disappointed with him. It had given him every 
advantage; it had appointed him to a professorship; it had marked him out 
for a career which only needed his own energy to lift him up to the 
highest rank of the new elite of Europe. Yet all the return he made was, 
in a moment of enthusiasm, to throw it all up at the suggestion of one who 
had already come to be looked upon with reserve. Surely there was ground 
for the resentment of the authorities against the intrusion of Inigo 
Loyola; and their judgment that Francis Xavier was, after all, fickle and 
light-headed, a dreamer of dreams and unreliable, was not without a basis 
of good evidence. 

Then to his companions, the first members of the Society of Jesus, his 
life seemed so arranged, his character so singular, as constantly to lead 
to disappointment. In the enthusiasm of his conversion, he wished to go to 
the Carthusians, and it needed all the influence of Ignatius to prevent 
him. On their first tramp to Rome, he had carried his penance to an excess 
which any man of judgment might easily have avoided, and only a miracle 
prevented him from becoming a burden to them all. Arrived in Italy, he was 



sent to Bologna. There he made his mark; he was a bom preacher and 
apostle; evidently he was the man to reform that and other cities; and he 
was called away from the midst of it all to sit at a desk, seemingly 
useless and unknown as a mere private secretary. Nevertheless, here again 
he succeeded. His brethren saw the wisdom of having such a man at the 
elbow of their Father General. One so gifted, so far-seeing, so 
sympathetic, so devoted, would be of untold service in framing the new 
Constitutions and in directing the fast-growing Order; yet, on a sudden, 
they found that, at a single day's notice, he had gone away to Portugal, 
thence to be lost to civilization altogether. 

In Portugal again he found his place. There he had to wait for more than 
six months until the fleet for the Indies was equipped. The time was spent 
in the apostolate, the spirit of Bologna revived; prisoners in gaol were 
evangelized, especially the victims of the Inquisition, and even 
accompanied to the stake. But his chief labor was among the nobles, those 
whose lives and example counted for so much that was evil, whose 
conversion would mean so much for the world they ruled. And with these he 
succeeded. Such a preacher had never been known at Court before; so great 
a reform had never before been brought about. It would clearly be a 
mistake that such a good work should be cut short; king, and people, and 
clergy clamored that Xavier should be left in Portugal, and another sent 
to the Indies in his place. It was not for the first time that the report 
went round concerning him that here was a good man being utterly thrown 
away. 

So many changes in five brief years, and Xavier was already thirty-five. 
He set sail for India on his birthday, 1541, full of the tales which he 
heard of the countries awaiting him, white for the harvest, of kings and 
people who were only too eager to receive the saving religion of the 
beloved Portuguese. When he arrived he found things very different, though 
probably he was not surprised. Goa, a city of luxury and slaves, where 
Europeans vied with Asiatics in every worst vice and excess — this was the 
base from which he had to work. A people hating a religion which came to 
them with fire and sword, some inveigled with promises of reward, others 
compelled to intermarry with Portuguese soldiers and camp-followers — if 
indeed it may safely be called intermarriage — such were the races "craving" 
for the waters of baptism. A priesthood of the laxest morals, a convent in 
which every nun had her serf attendant — such was the material with which he 
had to work. Churches there were in abundance, standing almost side by 
side. Sunday, when women and some men were borne to church, and slaves 
carried their prayerbooks by their side, was a day to be seen in Goa. For 
the rest, religion was chiefly of account as a means to conquest and 
wealth. 

Into such a welter of religion and luxury and tyranny Xavier was thrown. 



and the first result was only to be expected. He was for ever at war with 
the Portuguese officials; and that not so much, or not only, because he 
interfered with their authority, or because he thwarted their cupidity, or 
because he brought home to them unpleasant truths which they had hoped 
to have left behind them in Europe, but also because he never seemed to 
be satisfied with what was given him. He had come to India under the 
protection of the Portuguese flag; the faith should go with the flag, so 
they thought, even the best among them, and a people won to the faith was 
a people won to Portugal. But this restless man was not content with this. 
Not even the vast expanse of the Portuguese possessions sufficed for him, 
nor all the money they bestowed on him to succor his starving neophytes. 
He would go where he chose; he would demand protection and help for work 
that would bring them no return; though officially sent out by the king of 
Portugal, he would serve the crown just so far as it pleased him and no 
more. It cannot be denied that the complaints that went home to Portugal, 
and even to the General, St. Ignatius, in Rome, were not wholly without 
foundation, and to one who did not know better must have seemed very 
convincing indeed. 

But while this was the conclusion of some men, not utterly unreasonable as 
men count reason, a still greater disappointment was felt by the man 
himself. By nature Francis Xavier was one who lived with high ideals, and 
who seemed destined to find his only happiness in working for a definite 
goal. Yet one after another the goal he set before himself was snatched 
from his grasp. There is evidence to show that as a child he would gladly 
have followed his brothers in the service of his country; his family could 
not afford it, and he must make his own way in the world. At the 
University, beyond a doubt, he reveled in the thought of all that lay 
before him; the hope must surely have lingered in his mind that his master 
would bid him win his place as a scholar for the greater glory of God. 
Instead, he was told to give it all up, and tramp to Rome and take ship 
for Syria. He did as he was told, and was rewarded by a craving for the 
life of contemplation. He even doubted, so someone tells us, whether that 
were not his vocation; instead he was not even allowed the journey to the 
holy places, but was thrown into the cities of Italy to preach and give 
instructions. 

Again he did as he was told, and again a new ambition lay before him. He 
could preach, and he knew it; he could teach because he knew what he 
knew. He would give himself heart and soul to this work, for God, and for 
man's salvation. He had scarcely begun and caught on, when he was or- 
dered to put it all aside and retire into the hidden life of a private secretary. 
Still, even here there was something to live for. On the one hand there 
was the great task of building up a great religious order; on the other 
was the constant companionship of the one friend of his bosom. Here he 
could live, and do great work, and be happy; and on a sudden he was told 



to be ready in a day to depart for Portugal and the Indies, to go out of 
everything for which he had lived, to go out of life as he knew it altogether. 

Here a fact should be remembered which adds to the pathos of the 
situation. There is no record whatever that Francis Xavier had ever set 
his heart on the foreign missions, or had ever felt for them any 
particular vocation. With other saints and great missionaries it was 
different. St. Peter Claver trained himself for the negroes from the 
beginning of his so-called conversion. Blessed Charles Spinola looked 
forward from the first to work among the heathen. The North American 
missionaries and the missionaries in China were all practically 
volunteers. With St. Francis Xavier there is no record that it was so. He 
was simply told to go and he went; all his University ambitions, all his 
contemplative longings, all his schemes for the good of his Order, were 
annihilated once and for ever. Humanly speaking, the parting was death; it 
had not the spring of a young missionary going out to the goal of his 
desires; and perhaps there were other reasons besides sanctity for the 
singular silence of the man at the moment of parting, usually so 
demonstrative, so simple in the expression of his emotions. 

When he began his work in India, the same disappointment and failure 
seemed to dog his steps. Of the few companions he took out with him, not 
more than one seems to have persevered. The first and daring mission 
among the natives, where the faith found good soil, was all but swept off the 
face of the earth by an inroad of heathen invaders. His extraordinary 
powers as Papal Nuncio, and plenipotentiary of the king of Portugal, were 
practically never used except against those who thwarted him. It was his 
failure in the king's dominions that drove him farther afield, to the extreme 
East, and thence to Japan. More than once he had to complain, so 
far as he dared, of the poor material that was sent out to help him, poor 
alike in intellect and in spirit; and one finds him almost beside himself, 
as he cries out to the men of genius who are wasting their lives, so he 
calls it, winning themselves renown in the Universities of Europe. As the 
years wore on, and everything he did seemed to fail, he declared his 
longing to leave the Indies alone, and to go to Abyssinia, to Arabia, to 
Madagascar, anywhere so that he might do some little good before he died, 
for all he had done so far had apparently been brought to nothing. 
Exhausted in body and soul, he buried himself for weeks at a time in the 
garden of the College at Goa. 

What was this College at Goa? Let us take its story as a key to the inner 
life of the Apostle of the Indies. 

Of all the works Xavier set on foot none was more dear to him than the 
College of St. Paul. Since he could not hope to have from Europe 
missionaries of either the number or quality he needed, he determined to 



make missionaries of liis own in India; and that tliese miglit be trained 
uncontaminated, as far as possible, by tine life, heathen or Christian, 
around them, he would bring them up apart, under his own supervision. In 
other words, the College, which he took over and reconstructed as his own, 
was to be a nursing home for native priests and catechists, from whatever 
part of the East they might come. That these might grow up with a spirit 
of their own, independent of all European contact or subjection, none but 
pure Asiatics were to be accepted. That such an institution might prosper, 
it was obvious from the first that it would need a Rector on whom he could 
rely. In all his service, Xavier had only two such men. One he had been 
compelled to send south to the Fishery Coast, to control the work he had 
there set on foot. The other was not a Portuguese; he came from the 
Netherlands and, knowing the Portuguese, Xavier on that account feared to 
appoint him. 

Accordingly he had written to Europe, asking that a worthy Rector might be 
sent. Rodriguez, the Provincial, responded, and there arrived in Goa, 
while Xavier was away in the South, a young Jesuit father, Antonio Gomez, 
with his letters of appointment as Rector in his pocket. He was duly 
installed, and at once, both in the College and in the city, things began 
to stir. Gomez was a devoted disciple of the University of Coimbra. He had 
made his name there, he knew no other; for him the University, with its 
life and methods, were the acme of perfection, on whose model all other 
colleges must be built. He was, besides, an excellent preacher, far more 
impressive, if one may judge from reports, than Xavier himself. His 
manners were beyond criticism; he was sought after by the highest people 
in Goa, from the viceroy and bishop downwards, as a guest in their homes, 
as a confessor for the fastidious Goan ladies. He had moreover the 
confidence of his Provincial, Simon Rodriguez, in Europe; the decree for 
his appointment had been given him without any consultation of Xavier. He 
was a man of unbounded self-confidence and assurance; besides, having 
come out some six years later than Francis, he could claim both greater 
experience in the management of schools, and even a better knowledge of 
the spirit and working of the Society of Jesus itself. 

When, then, he was installed as Rector of the College of St. Paul's, 
Antonio at once set about his reforms. He began with the brethren, his own 
religious community. Regulations were drawn up and enforced, concerning 
eating and drinking, sleeping and recreation, spiritual duties and work, 
strictly according to the practice of Paris and Coimbra. The conditions of 
the East were ignored; that the spirit of the Society should be relaxed 
because of mere climate was unthinkable. He ruled with a rod of iron, as 
became his notion of a strong superior; should any subject prove 
recalcitrant, he announced that he had authority to send insubordinates to 
Portugal, if necessary in chains. 



Next, he turned his attention to the students. These undisciplined and 
mixed young men, coming as they did from various parts of India and the 
further East, were ordered to conform to the ways and customs of Coimbra. 
The result was inevitable, in a very short time they began to climb over 
the college walls and run away. But this troubled the Rector very little. 
He had other and better designs in view. The College of St. Paul must be 
raised to the status of a university; only as such would it be worthy of 
the Society of Jesus. To this end it was essential that European students 
should be admitted, the sons of the officials and magnates of Goa and of 
all the Portuguese dominions. Education was all important for such as 
these, and the labors of the Society would be most profitably spent on 
their training. Out of these, moreover, far more becoming vocations might 
be looked for; as for the candidates whom Father Francis had in mind, for 
them the apostolic schools would suffice, scattered in various places, 
preferably away from the metropolis of Goa. 

Francis on his return saw what was being done; he remonstrated, but to no 
purpose. Gomez had been sent to teach the Society in the East, Xavier 
himself included, the ways of the Society in Portugal, not to be taught 
the ways of a lax and undisciplined community. What was to be done? The 
crisis had come in the few months Francis had been in Goa between his 
return from the East Indies and his departure for Japan. All had been 
arranged for the voyage; if he lost this opportunity he might not find 
another for a year. To leave all authority in the hands of this man would 
be fatal; yet on his other expeditions he had always done this with the 
former Rector. He must give Gomez another appointment. He must send 
him out of Goa, to Ormuz, to Diu, to Bassein, to one of the Portuguese 
settlements where his learning and talents would have full scope, and 
where he would have less opportunity for mischief. In his stead he must 
run the risk of appointing the one trusty subject he had at hand, the 
Hollander, Fr. Gaspar Baertz. 

So Francis determined, but circumstances were too much for him. Fr. Gaspar 
saw only too well the difficulties before him, and pleaded to be excused; 
a Dutch superior would be pleasing neither to the members of the Society 
nor to the Portuguese authorities. Fr. Antonio on the other hand was 
aggrieved; he questioned the right of Fr. Francis to override the decision 
of their common Provincial in Portugal. To strengthen his cause he called 
in the aid of his friends, the viceroy, the bishop, and others; these 
expressed surprise that so excellent a man, so exceptional a preacher, so 
great an influence for good should be removed from the city. In the end, 
much against his will, but left with little other choice, Xavier was 
compelled to yield. The Portuguese, Antonio, was allowed to stay, the 
Hollander, Gaspar, was sent to Ormuz. As a compromise, however, the 
authority of Antonio was strictly confined to the College; the care of the 
missions and missionaries was confided to another. 



Thus Xavier started on his voyage to Japan with a heavy heart, for he knew 
very well that he left behind him the seeds of serious trouble. Still, he 
must go. This state of things was nothing new. Whatever he had undertaken 
had usually come to grief; his plans had been regularly brought to naught 
by just those from whom he had naturally a right to expect most 
assistance. In two months he reached Malacca; a month later he was on his 
way to Japan. But not without a last sad note which betrays the anxiety he 
carried with him. Before he left Malacca he wrote to the Provincial of 
Portugal: 

"As you know well, the office of superior is very dangerous for one who is 
not perfect. I ask you therefore to send, as rector and superior of the 
brethren in India, one to whom this office will do no spiritual injury. 
Antonio Gomez does not possess the necessary qualifications." 

It was long before his request was heeded. For two years and more Xavier 
was away in Japan; when he returned to Goa, Gomez was still at his post. 
In those two years he had done serious harm; and in the meanwhile, while 
Francis was wearing himself out exploring Japan, he was telling his own 
tale to superiors in Europe. But not without the knowledge of Francis; in 
spite of his preoccupation far away, he found time to write to Fr. Antonio, 
warning him, and begging him to do his simple duty. Thus we find him 
saying: 

"I entreat you, for the love of our Lord, so to behave that all the 
members of the Society may love you. Write to me and tell me of your 
spiritual life. If you will do that, you will lift a great burden from my 
heart." 

It was all of no avail. Gomez received the letters of Francis, but chose 
to go his own way. He claimed to have better training than Francis; he 
knew better how the Indian mission should be worked. He had the ear of 
his Provincial in Portugal; Francis had not. He had the College under his 
complete control expressly by the Provincial's order; Francis had other 
things to do. Therefore it was only just that he should be given a free 
hand; he, and not Francis, had the right to lay down the policy of the 
mission. Scarcely had Francis sailed away from Goa than the native 
students were dismissed in numbers; in their places were received 
Portuguese youths, many of whom could scarcely read or write. Of these 
many were hurried through to ordination; this was adduced as a proof of 
the wisdom and success of his policy, and Gomez then wished to close the 
College to native students altogether. 

Such was the news which reached Francis after a year or more of his time 
in Japan. There was trouble everywhere among the brethren in India; unless 
he returned it would increase. He had no alternative but to return. In 
November, 1551, he set sail from Japan, and reached Malacca in forty days. 



Here he received an abiding consolation, humanly speaking the greatest he 
had ever had during all his time in the East, and one that buoyed him up 
to face the still greater trouble to come. It was a letter from Ignatius, 
the first that had reached him for four years. Its contents had much 
between the lines, which even we may easily read. We know that during this 
time Ignatius had had no little trouble with Simon Rodriguez, the 
Provincial of Portugal, in fact with all the Portuguese Province 
altogether; it was to the Province of Portugal that his famous Letter on 
Obedience was written about this time. The trouble was not unlike that 
between Francis and Antonio, it was chiefly a question of jurisdiction and 
authority. Since Simon was what he was, and since the spirit of Coimbra 
was the spirit of Antonio, Ignatius saw the difficulties of his son 
Francis in the very complaints that were made against him. There was only 
one thing to do. He could not send him help, but he could set him free. 
With his usual vigor of action, he constituted India and the East a 
Province of its own, independent of the Province of Portugal, and 
appointed Xavier its first Provincial. The letter which conveys this 
message concludes with words whose full meaning only Francis and Ignatius 
could have understood; but they are characteristic, both of the saint who 
wrote them and of the saint to whom they were written: 
"I shall never forget you, "Entirely your own, "Ignatius." 

That sentence was enough. It told again of that "interna charitatis et 
amoris lex"* which always ruled the heart of Ignatius, and which he placed 
above all constitutions for the government of his Society. It made up for 
many disappointments. Before this Francis had asked for men of better 
caliber than those he had received, and had been told he could not have 
them. They were wanted elsewhere. He had described the fields he had 
explored, white for the harvest, and had appealed for men to whom he could 
trust them; he received a scanty handful, and of these many he had to send 
home again, or dismiss from the Society altogether. And we are now, be it 
remembered, within a year of his death. 
* "internal law of charity and love" 

Francis sailed from Malacca to Cochin, and here further trouble awaited 
him. During all his time in India he seems to have had only two men on 
whom he could entirely rely, Antonio Criminale, an Italian from Parma, and 
Gaspar Baertz. Arrived at Cochin, he was welcomed with the news that the 
former had perished, murdered by Mohammedan raiders, and with his death 
again had been undone much of Xavier's work on the Fishery Coast. Gaspar 
was away in Arabia. Meanwhile the news from Goa was heart-breaking. 
Antonio, the man who should have been his right an, and in whom he had 
been compelled to place all his confidence, had gone from bad to worse. 
From being Rector of the College he had constituted himself 
Vice-Provincial. He had ignored and crushed the gentle Fr. Paul, whom 
Francis had appointed to control the Society in his absence, claiming that 



his credentials from Rodriguez superseded all restrictions from Xavier. In 
that capacity he had given trouble everywhere. All the native students had 
at last been dismissed from the College. Down along the Fishery Coast he 
had thrown everything into confusion. Customs which Francis had wisely 
conceded Antonio had prohibited. What was not done in Portugal could never 
be allowed among Indian natives. In his scheme for extending colleges he 
had usurped the properties of others; churches assigned for the use of the 
Society he had claimed for his own. In Goa itself the Jesuit fathers were 
almost in open revolt. They no longer knew whom they were to obey. 

To add to the confusion, just before the arrival of Francis in Goa, 
another father had come out from Portugal, sent as superior by Rodriguez, 
the Provincial. But when he presented his credentials it was noticed that 
they did not bear the signature of Ignatius; evidently Rodriguez had 
appointed him on his own authority alone. Moreover he was a new man, 
utterly unacquainted with the conditions in the East; and the fathers had 
had bitter enough experience with Antonio to risk another reformer from 
Portugal. He must await the arrival of Father Francis before he could be 
allowed to supersede even the dreaded existing superior. 

Xavier arrived in Goa in February, 1552. He was there only two months 
before he set off again on his final voyage to China. But in those two 
months much had to be done. Now that he was Provincial with power to act 
independently he could remove Fr. Antonio from office, at the same time he 
feared to repeat his last experience with the newcomer from Portugal. In 
spite of many remonstrances, Antonio was sent to Diu, far up the coast; 
Francis would listen to no entreaty, not even that of the Viceroy himself. 
Still he would not install in his place the newly-appointed Fr. Melchior 
Nunez. The story is that when they met Fr. Francis asked him: "What 
qualities do you possess to fit you to be a Rector?" Fr. Melchior replied: 
"Six years of theology and three of philosophy." "Would that you had six 
years of experience," was Xavier's answer, and he sent him away to Bassein 
to gain it. In his stead, in spite of the reasons which before had made 
him hesitate, he appointed Fr. Gaspar. In his hands he left everything; 
secretly he added this, that in the next year, when the ship set sail for 
Portugal, Antonio was to be dismissed and sent home with it. 

On Maundy Thursday of that same year Francis set sail again, never to 
return. At first all seemed to go well. He was received with honor in 
Malacca, where he gave a friend, a certain Pereira, a letter, appointing 
him ambassador, to go along with him to the "King" of China. Then began 
more trouble. The Governor of Malacca refused to let Pereira go; he turned 
also on Francis, and many of his Court followed suit. Francis sailed away 
with another wound in his heart, accompanied by two servants, the one a 
Chinese, the other an Indian. "Never in all my life have I endured 
persecution like this, not even from pagans or Mohammedans," was his 



summary of his last sojourn on Portuguese soil; and in a farewell letter 
to Fr. Caspar he wrote: 

"Master Caspar, you cannot imagine how I have been persecuted here in 
Malacca." 

But even that was not all. He left Malacca in July; in November he lay a 
dying man on the hillside of Sancian. The ship that had brought him had 
slipped away home without giving him a word of warning; there remained in 
the harbor a single Portuguese sloop, waiting for good weather. Xavier lay 
beneath a temporary shelter, open on every side, the cold north wind 
beating mercilessly upon him. His companions and nurses were his two boys, 
one a Chinese, the other an Indian; during all his illness not a single 
European from the vessel in the harbor went near him. So he died, deserted 
in death as for the most part he had been in life, within sight of a goal 
which again he was doomed not to reach, repeating again and again in 
mingled sadness and resignation: "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me." 
Meanwhile in Coa a letter from Ignatius was awaiting him, bidding him come 
home to Europe. He had failed in his childish ambitions, failed as a 
University professor, failed as a monk or a hermit, failed as an Italian 
preacher, failed as a Court orator, and after all that he was to reap a 
harvest which he was never to know. No, St. Francis Xavier, the Apostle of 
the East, was not wholly a success; had he been that he would have failed 
to resemble his Master, the Failure of Calvary. And in that very failure, 
more than in all his triumphs, is the real greatness of the saint to be 
found. For through it all he never once flinched or surrendered. He 
appealed to be brought home, but he did not linger for the recall. He 
appealed for better support, but he went on using what he had at his 
disposal. He saw in all his failures proof of his own incompetence; but he 
strove with might and main to give without reserve the little he had to 
give. Xavier was great, not so much because of what he did as because 
of what he failed to do. 

This, then, is the other side of the life of one of the most successful of 
the chosen servants of Cod. There is a greater greatness than the 
greatness of success; and that is the greatness of failure. For that is 
the greatness of being, without the encouragement of doing; the greatness 
of sacrifice, of which others less great may reap the fruits. 

What became of his beloved College of St. Paul? A visitor to Coa will find 
there a deserted town, with nothing standing but its churches. Palm-trees 
grow in the marketplace, where once the grim rites of the Inquisition were 
performed. If he asks where stood, and what is now left of, the College of 
St. Paul, he will be told that the spot is out of the way and its ruins 
are not worth a visit. But if he insists, he will be taken a mile or so 
from the center of the town towards the sea, along a road flanked by 



palms, and there he will find standing on his left a single wall, pierced 
by an arched doorway, and will almost wonder how it still stands, all 
alone and unsupported. It is the facade of the old church of the College; 
the foundations of the rest are hidden beneath a tangle of bush. If he 
goes a little farther, and climbs the wall that skirts the road, he will 
find himself in a similar waste of undergrowth. Let him work his way up 
through this, and he will discover still standing among the trees, the 
little chapel in the garden where Xavier used to hide for a month at a 
time from his labors, and, on the left, the well where he cooled his heart 
when it threatened to burst in an ecstasy of love. 

The buildings of the College have gone, but the College itself still 
lives. Some years after the saint's death the place where the College 
stood became hopelessly malarial, and students and staff had to leave it. 
They went inland, to a more open country; and now at Rachol the great 
seminary of Goa preserves the tradition unbroken. It is not without 
significance that of all the works established by St. Francis Xavier, 
this, which was dearest to his heart, and cost him more than all the rest, 
is the only one that has survived. His spirit still broods over Southern 
India; there more than anywhere else may the Catholic faith be seen in all 
its vigor. Still, even here it would be hard to say what single area bears 
certain proofs of his labor. Much has been entirely swept away, by 
persecution and invasion; what may have survived has been merged in the 
work of the missionaries who have come after. Only at Rachol, the tree 
which he certainly planted, and watered with his heart's blood, still 
lives and bears the fruit for which he expressly planted it. 



6. The Self-Portrait Of St. John Of The Cross— 1542-1591 

It is a curious fact that the complete life of St. John of the Cross has 
never been adequately written, not even, it would seem, in his own 
country. What is more, though he has been declared a Doctor of the Church 
because of his mystical writings, yet it is only of recent years that a 
complete critical edition of his works has appeared. This, at first sight, 
will seem all the more remarkable, since both the life and the writings of 
his companion, St. Teresa, are so well known; of her we have many 
excellent lives in many languages, while her works have been edited again 
and again. 

But perhaps the reason is not far to seek. Though the life of St. Teresa 
is one beset with many contradictions, still even her life must yield in 
this respect to that of St. John of the Cross. What makes the biographer's 
task more difficult is that the contradictions arose for the most part 
from good and zealous men; consequently, in order to vindicate the saint, 
he is compelled to paint in darker colors those whom otherwise he would 
prefer to honor. And as for his writings, in spite of the sublime heights 



to which in the end they reach, still there remains the apparent severity 
of the hard ascetic running through them all, calling for a merciless 
surrender which makes the ordinary aspirant to a higher life despair. We 
acknowledge the ideal to which he points, but we suspect it to be an ideal 
and nothing more; and a reader of St. John is tempted to pass by the 
"Ascent of Mount Carmel," and the "Dark Night of the Soul," for the 
happier pages of the "Spiritual Canticle" and the "Living Flame." 

Taken out of their context, that is, studied apart from the life and 
personality of their author, and apart from the circumstances in which 
they were written, it must be confessed that the detachment taught by St. 
John seems, at times, rigid and severe; while reading what he writes we 
almost cry out: "Who, then, shall be saved?" But there is another aspect 
of them which makes a great difference in our understanding, both of the 
author's point of view, and of the doctrine that he taught. It is that to 
a great extent the works of St. John were autobiographical; they were the 
written record of his own life, of all the hard things he had to endure, 
and of the lessons he had to learn from them. As he went along, so heavily 
did blow after blow fall upon him, that he could only keep his balance by 
singing to himself of the good that came out of his troubles; later, when 
in turn he had to teach others, he could only do it by commenting on the 
poem he had written in his own successive hours of trial. To interpret his 
works aright one needs to keep in mind all the time the author himself and 
his experiences; then it will be seen that what he writes is not so much 
an exhortation to spiritual surrender as a continual cry telling what God 
has taught him by means of suffering which is not easily paralleled. To 
illustrate this point is the object of this essay. 

Juan de Yepes was the son of a poor silk weaver of Fontiberos, Toledo, 
and was born in 1542. His father was of noble birth; he had married much 
beneath him, and for that offense had been entirely cut off by his family. 
He had taken to silk weaving as a means of livelihood, but had never been 
able to make much of it. Soon after the birth of Juan he died, worn out 
with the effort to keep his wife and three children. The family were left 
in direst poverty; the children grew up always underfed, so that to the 
end of his life Juan remained dwarfed in stature. St. Teresa, in one of 
her flashes of humor, speaks of him in one place as "half a man." 

Juan first went to a poor school in Medina, where the family then lived. 
Then he tried to learn a trade, but apparently could make nothing of it. 
At fourteen years of age, since he had to earn his living, he found a post 
as an assistant in a hospital in Medina; at the same time he contrived to 
attend the classes of a school conducted by the Jesuit fathers. Here at 
once the genius of the boy appeared. He was a born artist, and every form 
of are appealed to him. Music was his delight; not only the music of song 
and instrument, but also the "silent music," as he later called it, of the 



woods, and the waters, and the stars. He had a relish for sculpture; he 
could paint and design; but most of all he reveled in poetry, and found in 
it the medium for the expression of his soul. Of all things else Juan de 
Yepes was a poet born; with a poet's vision, a poet's ambition, a poet's 
restlessness and dissatisfaction, a poet's special held of delight, last 
of all a poet's need to find expression in rhythm and verse. We have heard 
much of late of the relation between poetry and mysticism; in Juan de 
Yepes we find the two combined, the one expressed in terms of the other, 
as we may perhaps find them in no other mystic, not excepting Ramon Lull. 
In course of time Juan found his place among the Carmelites of Medina; he 
was sent by them to pursue his higher studies at the University of 
Salamanca. It was the heyday of that University; particularly it was the 
day when young Castilian poets were breaking new ground, and delighted 
in every manner of finesse. Juan was soon in the group; his later poetry 
proves it, with its mystery, its enigmatic imagery, which nevertheless he 
is always able to unravel; it is not unlikely that some of his well-known 
poems, for instance, the Canticle of Christ to the Soul, belong to those 
days at Salamanca. This Canticle is just a love-lyric of the period, 
turned to the saint's own purpose. It begins: 

A little shepherd alone, in pain. 

His soul no joy can move; 

His thought is all for his shepherdess, 

His heart is lost in love. 

But he weeps not because of love's deep wound. 

Laments not at his lot; 

Though the wound has cloven his heart in two — 

He weeps that he is forgot. 

So the poet wrote his lyric, but he was not satisfied. The more he 
progressed, in whatever direction it might be, the more he saw ahead and 
hungered for it; this is the characteristic of St. John. He had become a 
Carmelite, it was not enough. He must give, like a poet, to the last; he 
must give his all. He had become a student, it was not enough. He must 
seek wisdom at its source, in solitude; he must become a Carthusian. 
Such was Juan's state of mind, straining for the infinite, at the close of 
his time in Salamanca. At that moment it was that a woman came across his 
path; her name was Teresa. She was his elder by nearly thirty years; she 
too had long since learned the lesson of solitude, and silence, and flight 
from the world, to gain the delights of the Interior Castle. She heard of 
Juan and his dreams; she met him and was satisfied. Juan, too, saw in her 
desires like his own. Let the world, even the world of the cloister, say 
what it would, he would take service with her. They would live alone, with 
God alone; they would think of God alone, would perceive Him alone, would 
love Him alone; they would die a slow death, to the world outside, to 
themselves, to life itself that they might lose themselves in Him only. 



No sooner is the goal clear before him, than he must pursue it at all 
costs. This delicate little man must choose a way of life that makes even 
St. Teresa shiver; this sensitive man must live in a way that makes his 
brethren laugh; even the peasants, accustomed to hardships, could only 
turn up their noses at the queer thing that lived as he lived, and was 
content with the crusts they flung to him. The artist, the poet, the lover 
of all things beautiful, the nobleman within him that never died, shivered 
at it all as well as they, but laughed at it no less; and he went on his 
way victorious, for the first step had been made. 

Then there came the Pharisees. Since ridicule would not deter him, 
prudence must intervene. Their fellow-religious had lost his head; he was 
a disgrace to the Institute; he was claiming to be more Catholic than the 
Pope himself, since he would not accept his ruling. God did not ask for 
exaggerations, much less would He have them flaunted as ideals; when 
followers began to gather round Juan, then the authorities were up in 
arms. He was nothing less than a conspirator, he must be suppressed and 
taught his place at all costs; if necessary his life must be shortened, 
for it was expedient that one man should die for the people that the whole 
nation might not perish. 

So the persecution grew, and Juan, whose heart was made for love, who 
could sing of love as none of them all could sing of it, had to battle 
through it all. He was thirty-five years of age. Youth was past; manhood 
was ripening; an elderly woman of more than sixty was pointing out for him 
the way; so in surrender, amid laughter and mistrust, the search for the 
Holy Grail had begun. 

But it was not to continue without a struggle of another kind; since scorn 
had not suppressed him, recourse must be had to arms. On a night in early 
December, 1577, Juan was seized in St. Teresa's convent, and taken home 
and put in prison. There he was scourged for his insubordination, given 
foul food and nothing to drink, and then for security spirited away to 
Toledo. Here for nine months he was kept, in what was little better than a 
hole in a wall, narrow, dark, without ventilation; fed on crusts and 
remnants offish, and every Friday brought out to do penance, ending with 
a discipline on his naked shoulders, before the community in their 
refectory. Juan kept the marks of those scourgings on his body to the last 
day of his life. 

Nor did his sufferings stop there. He was bullied by superiors, he was 
deprived of the sacraments; false reports were told outside his door, but 
carefully loud enough for him to hear, that Teresa's reform had been 
condemned, that the Pope himself had declared against it, that those who 
refused to accept the decision would be severely punished. Juan heard it 
all, and had no reason to believe that what he heard was not true; 



nevertheless within him his heart cried out that the dream he had before 
him came from God, that one day, if he persevered, it would be fulfilled. 
He fell back on his lonely prayer, and saw how all this persecution did 
but make it the more real, he expressed the fruit of his prayer in verse, 
and the result was the Canticle which has made his name immortal, and 
the poem of the Obscure Night, which places him at once in the front rank, 
both of poets and of mystics. He had lived it all, and while he had lived 
it he had written, not only the story of his suffering, but the meaning of 
that suffering in the light of the new vision that he had once dreamed and 
now had learned. He had been deprived of all and the deprivation had given 
him everything. He had tasted all bitterness, and it had turned into 
sweetness. What had been difficult had become easy; what had been 
repugnant was now a joy; affliction was his consolation, effort his rest, 
the meanest and lowest things brought him new vistas of glory and of 
beauty. When later he taught the same to others he taught them as one who 
knew; not as a hardened ascetic, but as a lover of life who had discovered 
a new world. 

This was the meaning of his Obscure Night, and of his encouragement to 
men to brave it. But it was not all. As he had gone deeper down into the 
darkness, and had seen the fruit, so he would lead others; into the night 
not only of all things sensible, but also of the spirit and of the soul. 

Again as we read him we know that he is writing from his own experience; 
the blackness of despair when blind faith alone can be the guide, the lack 
of every memory that can sustain the soul in its distress, the insipidity 
of every argument to steady the understanding, the bitterness, the very 
disgust of all things spiritual, luring the will to surrender. He has gone 
through it all, and speaks of it in language that makes the sufferings of 
other men dwindle into insignificance; but alongside he has known no less 
how all this darkness leads to the glory of the sunlight. Or rather it is 
itself the sunlight, by the side of which the light of this world grows 
pale. It is not as a penance, it is as a glorious discovery, as a truth 
which only a poet and a seer can adequately tell, and which even he can 
only tell from personal experience, that Juan bids us learn all there is 
to learn, possess all there is to possess, know all there is to know, but 
to do so by a very whirlwind of annihilation of all we have and are. Give 
up all and gain all, the All-Beauty, the All-Light, the All-Essence, the 
All-Love. When we read Juan's account of those nine dark months, written 
by the light that filtered through a chink in the door, we understand, 
though it be as from a distance, that suffering, even the worst, has to a 
saint an aspect far different from that which the world can see. 

But now opens out another phase in the making of this soul of gladness. 
After nine months of captivity there came an opportunity for him to 
escape. Should he make use of it, or should he not? To remain in the dark 



might teach him yet more of the glory that lay beyond it, but to go forth 
when occasion offered might enable him to teach his wonderful discovery to 
others. There was still time; worn to a skeleton as he was, there was 
still life and fire within him. One night, after due preparation, with the 
connivance, perhaps, of more than one pitying gaoler, he slipped through 
the corridors, he let himself down from a window by a rope made of his bed 
linen, and found his way to the home of a canon in the neighborhood, who 
gave him welcome and protection. Two years more, and victory for Teresa's 
reform was assured. The king was on her side, the Pope declared for her; 
in 1580 the Brief was written which made the Discalced of St. Teresa an 
independent province of their own. The leader now might die; within two 
years she went to her reward. 

But all was not over for Juan; on the contrary it did but open out a field 
for fresh endurance, a further struggle from which, this time, there was 
no escape. He had gone through two hard contests, first with those 
without, then with those of his Order; there remained a last surrender, 
that he should be rejected by those of his own household, the very 
followers of Teresa themselves. Teresa had gone; Juan had treasured her 
letters to him as only a poet can. In a moment of surrender he destroyed 
them, as a last sacrifice of love. If there was more yet to be given, by 
his own act he would show that he was prepared to give it. And his offer- 
ing was accepted. Juan was at this time Prior at Granada. But now that 
Teresa was gone there arose a division in the ranks and she was not there 
to keep them together. Jealousy made its appearance, that weapon of weak 
souls; the strong men and women whom Teresa had held for her dearest 
were made the object of attack. And with jealousy came misunderstanding, 
or rather the determination to misunderstand; even before Teresa had died 
she had been compelled to stand by Juan on this account. Now she was not 
there to defend him. "Fervent" souls had their own ideas of the good that 
should be done among men; armed with prayer they must go out to others, 
they must preach, they must teach, they must devote themselves to the sick. 
But such was not the mind of Juan, nor the mind of those who had best 
understood their foundress. God alone, to be sought by love alone, and by 
love in solitude with Him; this was the meaning of her reform, and by this 
means she had hoped, in her degree, to do her work for mankind. Two 
spirits were now at work threatening to destroy the good that had been 
done; and, for a time, the spirit of expansion prevailed. There was 
opposition, there was intrigue; by slow degrees those who held for the 
more interior life were removed, and Juan, the most stalwart and resolute 
among them, found the storm concentrated on i himself. Human prudence, 
human ideas of utility, again rose up against him, this time allied with 
all that he held most dear, the brethren and sisters who, with him, 
claimed Teresa for their mother. For five years he fought on, almost 
single-handed. To preserve the teaching of the foundress intact he 
sacrificed his own beloved solitude. He wandered from convent to convent; 



he preached, he wrote, he drew up instructions, in every way he could he 
proved the reality of the dream of Teresa and himself. The songs of the 
night which he had written in Toledo were now brought out again and 
further explained; thus were the final works of St. John given to the 
world, the deepest human revelation of the mystical life. 

Nevertheless he failed; and, if one who looks on from outside may say it, 
even till today the Order of Carmel has had to bear the consequence of his 
failure. A new regime was instituted, contrary to that which Teresa had 
wished; it received the sanction of the Pope, Sixtus V., and at once the 
storm burst. Juan at the time was Prior at Segovia, having been removed 
there from Granada; now began the Night of Segovia, the counterpart and 
the completion, in suffering and results, of the Night of Toledo. At 
Toledo he had learned the complete surrender of all that nature could 
claim, at Segovia he learned the surrender of his very soul; and as at 
Toledo he had risen to discover the glory of giving all that nature 
contained, so at Segovia he rose to a greater vision, the glory of utter 
self-annihilation in God. We can follow him from afar; we can see at a 
distance the beauty of the poet-saint's ideal, reached by himself though 
we cannot attain to it; but let us not say that, because it is beyond us, 
therefore his teaching is hard, and who shall hear it? "The soul that is 
enamored is a tender soul, a gentle soul, a soul that is humble and 
patient." So wrote St. John in one of his aphorisms, and with all his 
stern ideals he was that from the beginning to the end. 

Thus we may guess beforehand that the last ordeal would be the worst of 
all. This soul of purest love must be tried in a strange fire. Rome had 
intervened and brought peace to the distracted Order, but the Provincial 
who had been overruled could not and would not forgive the man who, he 
thought, had outwitted him. Rumors began to spread concerning Juan; 
whence they arose it was difficult to tell. It was said that he was a man of evil 
life; the report was confirmed by third-hand particulars; soon the charges 
were so vile, and so persistent, that Juan was asked to declare what he 
had to say in his defense. A canonical examination was held; some nuns 
were called in to bear witness; before his face they were asked questions 
so shameful that they refused to answer, and their silence was brought as 
evidence against him. For the sake of peace, so said the Provincial, he 
was asked to lay aside his office and go into retirement. He did as he was 
requested; he retired into the desert of Penuela. But this only seemed to 
make matters worse. His retreat was taken as a confession; his enemies had 
now free scope and could say what they would; letters came to him from old 
friends and followers, crying shame upon him for his foulness of life and 
his hypocrisy. 

From this time forward Juan never looked up again. For him there was no 
Resurrection and Forty Days. A very few still believed in him; the 



majority of his own brethren looked on him as something to be shunned, 
with whom, when one met him, it was needful to be prudent. It was even 
suggested that for the sake of the reputation of the Order he should leave 
the country. Meanwhile, alone in the desert, his health gave way beneath 
the burning summer sun. Fever came on; after he had endured it for more 
than a week he crawled back to one of the Carmelite monasteries to plead 
for shelter. He was given a choice between two, Baeza and Ubeda. Baeza 
was one of his own foundations, and his memory was still venerated in the 
place; at Ubeda he was known to no one except the Prior, and he had long 
been a pronounced enemy. The rest of the community only knew him as the 
man with a bad name. Juan chose Ubeda. 

Here, as was to be expected, he was ill received. He had foisted himself 
upon the monastery; let him look to it. He was given a cell in a remote 
corner of the building and there deserted; not a question was asked 
concerning his illness or his needs. A few of the lay-brothers took pity 
on him; the Prior, indignant, forbade anyone to go near him again. From 
time to time he visited him himself, but it was only to taunt him with old 
grievances, and to assure him that now he could have his revenge. 

Meanwhile the malady increased. A doctor was sent for to bleed him; he was 
such a blunderer that once he cut the poor man to the bone. At length (it 
was December 13th, 1591), he said to the infirmarian, who looked in upon 
him: "At midnight tonight we shall be saying Matins in heaven." At once 
there was a transformation. The religious gathered round his bed; the 
Prior went down on his knees and asked his pardon. As the clock struck 
twelve, Juan raised his eyes, cried: "Glory be to God," and passed away. 
He had not completed his fiftieth year. With all this in mind let us read 
the writings of St. John of the Cross and we shall be struck, first, with 
the amount of self-disclosure they contain, second, with the beauty of the 
lesson which can be learned only by suffering, above all by the suffering 
which comes of ignominy and shame. Today the body of St. Teresa is 
preserved incorrupt, for everyone to see and honor; the body of St. 
John — no one knows where it lies; his very burial-place has been forgotten. 
Perhaps we know why; perhaps, too, we understand why to this day his life 
is "hidden with Christ," seeing how deeply he bore the wounds of Christ 
upon his body. 



7. St. Camillus De Leilis: The Ex-Soldier of Fortune— 1550-1614 

Camillus de Leilis had a good but timid mother; his father seems to have 
been the very opposite. Both were of respectable, some say of noble, 
families; and the surname confirms it. But the father, himself the son of 
a fighting man, had become such a ne'er-do-well that he had long since 
dragged the family name in the mud. He was a soldier all his life, or 
rather he was an adventurer; he served in the armies of various monarchs, 



hiring himself out to whoever would pay him in the manner common at that 
time, and was actually in the imperial army which sacked Rome in 1527. He 
appears to have been chiefly conspicuous for having all a soldier's vices 
of the period; he was a careless spendthrift and a persistent gambler. The 
chief consolation he gave to his wife was that he was seldom at home. 
When Camillus came into the world, he brought only anxiety to his mother. 

He was the only child that survived his infancy; even before his birth she 
had a dream which she could only interpret as portending misfortune. Her 
husband gave her no help, and she had the burden of bringing up her boy as 
best she could, with a sorry example before him. As for Camillus, from the 
first he showed only signsof taking after his father. As a child he was 
lank and ungainly, unusually tall for his years, in appearance anything 
but attractive, lazy by nature and hating to be taught. He had a violent 
temper and an obstinate self-will, which were not improved by the fact 
that his mother feared him, and for peace's sake allowed him his own way 
so far as she was able. He was only twelve years of age when she died; 
with her reckless husband, and with her wayward son, who had learned 
thus early to pay no heed to her, life was too much for her, and she was 
taken away. 

For a time after her death Camillus was placed under the care of 

relatives, who took little interest in him; his character was not such as 

to win sympathy, and he was allowed to drift very much as he chose. He was 

sent to school, but he detested it. When he ought to have been learning he 

did little but dream of his father's adventures, and longed for the day 

when he would be grown-up enough to run away and join him; when he was 

out of school he found low companions for playmates, and very early became 

addicted to gambling. One only thing could be said for him. In spite of 

his waywardness he learned from his mother a deep respect for religion. He 

believed in prayer, though he seldom prayed; in the sacraments, though he 

seldom received them; in later years we shall see how this pulled him 

through many a crisis, and in the end was his saving. 

At length the day of liberation came. Being so tall, and having early 
learned to swagger as a full-grown man, he could easily pass as being much 
older than he was; when he was barely seventeen he shut up his books, 
joined his father in a foreign camp, and enlisted as a soldier. There he 
allowed himself to live as he would; before he was nineteen he had learned 
everything a wicked youth could learn, and made free use of his knowledge. 
Under his father's training, in particular, he became an expert gambler; 
from that time onward the two together, father and son, were the center of 
gambling wherever they went. In fact they made gambling a profession. 
There was plenty of fighting in those days, and soldiers of fortune had 
little difficulty in finding occupation; when their funds had run out, and 
idling had become a burden, Camillus and his father had only to offer 



their services to any general who was in need of men, and because of their 
previous experience they were easily accepted. Thus it was that they found 
themselves in all sorts of camps, sometimes fighting with friends, 
sometimes with enemies; an authority seems to say that at one time they 
were found even on the side of the Turks. Fighting to them was fighting, 
the cause was no affair of theirs. So long as they were paid their hire, 
and enjoyed the wild life they desired, the rest mattered little to them. 
But this kind of existence could not go on for ever. Even among the 
rough soldiers of their time Camillus and his father were too great a 
disturbance in the camp, and once at least were turned out. Their 
gambling, aggravated by their own violent tempers, led to quarrels; 
gambling and quarreling produced only insubordination. They took to the 
road, wandering from hamlet to hamlet, earning what they could by their 
cards. One day, as they were traveling together on foot with a view to 
joining the army in Venice which was being raised to fight the Turks, both 
of them fell ill on the road. But the father was the worse of the two; and 
Camillus had perforce to put up with his own sickness as best he could 
while he found a place where his father could be cared for. Alas! it was 
too late. His father's illness was too far advanced, his worn-out body had 
no resistance left. Camillus's only consolation was — for in spite of the 
life he was leading it was to him a strange and abiding consolation — that 
on his death-bed the old man broke down in sorrow for his past, received 
the last sacraments with true fervor, and died an evidently penitent man. 
Thus for the first time the faith he had inherited from his mother served 
Camillus in good stead. 

Left alone in the world, and with this last scene stamped indelibly upon 
his memory, Camillus began to reflect. He was reduced by his gambling 
habit to utter destitution of both body and soul; death might overtake him 
at any time, as it had overtaken his father, and there might be no one to 
help him in his need. He would mend his ways; he would escape from all 
further temptation by hiding himself in a monastery, if a monastery could 
be induced to accept him; there and then he took a vow to become a 
Franciscan. He remembered that he had a Franciscan uncle somewhere in 
Aquila; he would begin with him. As soon as he was well enough he tramped 
off, came to his uncle's door, told him his tale, and asked that he might 
be admitted into the Order. His uncle received him kindly and listened to 
his story, but was not easily convinced. Vocations did not come so easily 
as that; Camillus would need further trial that his constancy might be 
proved. Besides, at the moment he was in no fit state to enter on 
religious life. Not only was he worn in body, but he had a running wound 
above his ankle, which had started long ago with a mere nothing, but had 
obstinately refused to be healed. The Franciscans were kind, but they 
could not think of receiving Camillus as a postulant, and he was once more 
sent adrift. 



And he did drift; first to old boon companions, witli whom he tool< up again 
his gambling habits; then, since the running sore in his leg became a 
nuisance to others, he began to wander alone from place to place, scarcely 
knowing how he lived. It was indeed a long and trying probation for one 
who was to become the apostle of the derelict and dying. At length he 
found his way to Rome; and here the thought occurred to him that if he 
could gain admission to some hospital the wound in his leg might be tended 
and cured. He applied at the hospital of S. Giacomo; as he had no money 
with which to pay for a bed, he offered himself as a servant in the place, 
asking in return that his running sore might be treated. It is well to 
remember that at this time, since the Franciscans had rejected him, his 
chief ambition was to be cured that he might once more return to the life 
of a soldier. 

On the conditions he proposed he was received and given a trial. At first 
all seemed to go well. Camillus was in earnest, and meant to do his best; 
away from his old surroundings the better side of Camillus appeared. He 
went about his work with a will, sweeping corridors, cleaning bandages, 
performing all the most menial duties of the place, for he was fit for 
nothing else. The doctors on their part did theirs, attending to his 
wound, and giving him hope of a permanent cure; under this regime one 
might have trusted that a change had come in his life at last. But 
unfortunately for him, in spite of the work allotted to him, he had many 
idle hours on his hands; and there were never wanting other idle servants 
about him with whom he was able to spend them. In spite of all his good 
intentions his old passion for gambling returned and he could not resist. 
He secured a pack of cards, and to wile away the time he taught his games 
to his companions. But soon the authorities began to notice that something 
was going wrong in the servants' quarters. The men were less ready at 
their work; they were dissatisfied among themselves; quarreling became 
more common, for with the return of the gambling habit Camillus's 
ill-temper returned in its wake. A search was made of his room; the 
telltale cards were found hidden in Camillus's bed. Without more ado he 
was pushed into the street, his leg still unhealed, and without a coin in 
his pocket. 

So for a second time Camillus's efforts to mend his ways came to nothing. 
He became despondent; his evil habits had the better of him and he seemed 
unable to control them; he would go back to soldiering again and take his 
chance. Hence the next we hear of him is once more in the armies of 
Venice; he fought in those ranks against the Turks, while he was still 
only nineteen years of age. He continued there for two years, fighting by 
land and sea. Still even here his evil genius pursued him. He disting- 
uished himself, it is said, on the battle-field, but in camp once 
more got himself into trouble. On one occasion, at Zara, a gambling 
quarrel led to a challenge; a duel was arranged between himself and 



another soldier, and only the interference of the sergeant of his company 
prevented it. In the end, good enough soldier as he was, his seniors seem 
to have grown tired of him and he was dismissed. 

But dismissal did not cool Camillus's fighting spirit. Since Venice would 
not have him any longer, he went and joined the army of Spain. Later on, 
in 1574, he is found in a company of adventurers, under one Fabio; its 
chief attraction for Camillus was that every man in it was addicted to 
gambling. In this company he fought in North Africa and elsewhere; at 
last, on their way to Naples from Palermo, their galleys were so tossed 
about by a storm that they were given up for lost, and they finally landed 
with nothing but the clothes on their backs and their weapons of war. The 
company had to be disbanded, and once again Camillus was a homeless 
tramp. He went straight to the gambling dens which he knew well. There he 
staked all he had — his sword, his gun, his powder flasks, his soldier's coat, 
and he lost them all; he was thankful that at least he had his shirt on his 
back, for even that, on a former occasion in that same place, he had 
staked and lost, and had been forced to part with in public. 

He now sank lower than ever; what was worse, he found a companion in his 
misery. The two formed a sort of partnership. Gambling from town to town 
became their trade, with begging to make up when they had lost everything. 
Worst of all, Camillus in a kind of hopeless despair seemed to have no 
will left; he went wherever and did whatever his evil comrade directed him 
to go and to do. They had a vague idea that they would travel about and 
see the world; if fighting came their way, they would join up again as 
they had done before, this was Camillus's condition in 1574, when he was 
twenty-four years of age. Just then, if one had searched all the dens of 
Italy, it might have been difficult to find a more hopeless case than that 
of Camillus de Leilis. 

And yet just then the change came. The two tramps had come to Manfred- 
onia. One morning they were begging, with others of their kind, standing 
on the steps outside a church. It chanced that among the passersby was 
a man of wealth, well known for his charitable works. He noticed the tall, 
soldier-like youth among the beggars. He spoke to him, expressed his 
surprise that one such as he should be begging his bread among cripples 
and other helpless creatures, and told him that he ought to work. Camillus 
made the usual excuses; he said that he was a disbanded soldier and that 
now no one would employ him. The rich man took him at his word. At the 
time he was building a monastery outside the town; he gave Camillus no 
money, but sent him with a note of instruction that he should be given 
employment on the building. 

Camillus accepted the offer, and made up his mind to try, but first he 
must take leave of his old companion and dissolve their partnership. His 



comrade, when he heard his announcement, could not but burst into laughter 
at this sudden conversion. He mocl<ed at Camillus, so quicl<ly turned pious; 
he showed him the liberty he was throwing away. He sneered at the idea 
that Camillus would ever persevere, he warned him that the old craving 
would come back again and he would give way. He would gamble with the 
other workmen, many of whom would not need to be taught, he would quarrel 
as he had done before; he would again be dismissed, and would be left more 
destitute than ever. Besides, the work offered him was only a trap. Under 
such management he would be watched everywhere; he would be always 
under restraint; he might as well go to prison. How much better would it be for 
them both to get out of Manfredonia and look for work elsewhere! Then they 
could do as much or as little as they liked, and when they were tired of 
it could go out once more on the road. 

At first Camillus listened to his tempter and yielded. It was true he 
could not trust himself; it was also true that he could not easily 
surrender the free life he had been living. He turned aside, and went down 
the street with his companion, following him blindly as he had done 
before. They left Manfredonia and made for the next town, more than twelve 
miles away. But on the road there came to Camillus a great grace. He had 
felt the goodwill of the man who had offered him work; thought of the 
Franciscan monastery brought back to him memories of his early efforts to 
amend, five or six years before; it seemed to him that here was an 
opportunity which should not be missed, and which might never occur again. 
With a mighty effort, the greatest he ever made in all his life, he shook 
himself free. To the surprise of his companion he suddenly turned round, 
and began to run back to Manfredonia as fast as his legs would carry him. 
Next morning he found himself enrolled among the laborers on the monastery 
building. 

Still it was no easy task. As might have been expected from one with a 
past like that of Camillus, he found hard work anything but a trifle. He 
hated the drudgery; moreover there came upon him the consciousness that 
he was born for something better. There followed dreams of the life he had 
lived. With all its squalor and misery at least it had been free; however 
low he had sunk he had not starved; and there had come occasions when he 
had had a good time. Then his old companion discovered his whereabouts, 
and would come around the place. He would taunt Camillus with his slave's 
life, would contrast his own freedom as he went to and fro at his 
pleasure, would provoke in him the temptation to gamble which Camillus 
could scarcely resist. And last there was the wound in his leg. The more 
he labored the worse it troubled him; the particular task that was 
assigned to him only tended to aggravate the pain. 

Nevertheless Camillus labored on. The skilled work of the builder was 
beyond him, but there were other employments to keep him always occupied. 



He drove the donkeys that carried the stones for the building in panniers 
on their backs; he took the messages into the town; he brought the other 
laborers their food and drink. Curious neighbors could not but observe 
this tall youth in rags with that about him which showed that he had seen 
better days, but he took no heed. The only remaining sign of his former 
life was the soldier's belt he still wore; the children in the street were 
quick to notice this and made fun of the trooper turned donkey-driver. 
Camillus was stung by these trifles; he could endure many things, but 
could not endure to be ridiculed. Still he held on; whatever happened he 
must keep to his post; that was almost all his ambition for the present, 
and his many past failures had taught him where he must be on his guard if 
he would succeed. If he would check his gambling propensity he must keep 
to himself and away from danger; if he would conquer his habit of idle 
dreaming he must be always occupied; if he would subdue his temper he 
must submit to whatever was put upon him; if he would suppress the 
multitudinous temptations that surged within him, he must make himself 
work and work. He could look back afterwards and recognize that those 
months spent as a driver of donkeys were the turning point of his life. 
It was a humble beginning, solitary, drab, without sensation of any kind; 
it had not even the dramatic climax of a sudden great conversion like that 
of Augustine and others. Nevertheless it was the beginning of a saint. 
Camillus worked on, and soon two things followed. He began to have more 
confidence in himself, and he began to win the good opinion of others; 
with the first came an aspiration to rise to better things, with the 
latter the means to attain them. We are explicitly told that when first he 
undertook the work at the building his only ambition was to get through 
the winter, and to earn a few crowns with which to start life again in the 
spring; after all, even that was something when we consider what he had 
been immediately before. But he had no intention, and even feared, to go 
further. When some Capuchins, for whom the monastery was being built, 
offered him some of their cloth to replace his rags he refused it; he was 
afraid lest to accept it might lead to other things, perhaps to his 
becoming a friar. But before the winter was over all this had changed. One 
day, as he was driving his donkeys back from the town, he received the 
reward of his perseverance. He seemed to see himself, and all the life he 
had hitherto lived, in an entirely new light. The memory of the vow he had 
made long ago came back to him, and he began to ask himself whether his 
present occupation was not an opportunity given to him to fulfill it. The 
thought sank deeper; he remembered how once he had hoped that this might 
be an escape from his miserable life. He spoke of it to one of the friars, and 
he was encouraged. Encouragement revived desire, and soon he was at 
the superior's feet, asking that he might be received. 

In this way Camillus gained admission into a Franciscan monastery. But his 
stay did not last long. No sooner had he begun his novitiate than the 
wound above his ankle began to grow worse. He was told that he must go; 



with this impediment upon him he could not be received, but for his 
consolation he was given the assurance that so soon as ever his running 
sore was healed he would be taken back. Armed with this promise Camillus 
set to work in earnest; he would begin again where he had begun before and 
failed, but he would not fail again. He would go to Rome, to the hospital 
of S. Giacomo, where he had received so much benefit before both for body 
and for soul but from which he had been so ignominiously, and so 
deservedly, expelled. He would ask to be given another chance, to be taken 
in on the same terms as formerly. For almost a year he had kept away from 
gambling; he had learned to work as he had never worked in all his life; 
the Franciscan fathers would give him a good character; he himself would 
let the authorities see that they might trust him; perhaps they would let 
him try again. 

Camillus came to Rome, and all seemed to go well; it was in 1575, a holy 
year. He was given another trial at S. Giacomo, and this time there were 
no complaints. Camillus had heard of St. Philip Neri, of his wonderful 
power in supporting sinners; he made himself known to him, and St. Philip 
took him in charge. Under his wise guidance Camillus kept steady; he 
worked at the hospital for four years as a menial servant, after which it 
appeared that the wound in his leg was healed. Then once more he wished 
to return to the Capuchins. St. Philip tried to dissuade him, but he would 
not listen. He had made a vow; the Capuchins had promised that when his 
leg was healed they would have him back and he would go. But scarcely had 
he entered than the trouble began again; the wound broke out afresh and he 
was told to depart, this time with the emphatic injunction that he must 
not hope to try any more. Thus for the third occasion Camillus's ambition 
to become a friar was frustrated. He tried again the next year, with the 
Observantines of Ara Coeli, and was again refused; only then did he give 
up all hope altogether. 

"God bless you, Camillus," was St. Philip Neri's welcome when he returned, 
"did I not tell you?" 

Camillus was thirty years of age when he made his Franciscan experiment. 
For the last five years he had served faithfully at S. Giacomo; therefore, 
when he had failed at the monastery he was gladly taken back. More than 
that, he was appointed superintendent of the servants, and that in those 
days included the nurses, who were all men. Now it was that the real 
Camillus began to appear. Whether it was his Franciscan experience which 
had given him new ideals, or whether it was St. Philip who was training 
him to better things, from this moment Camillus became a new man. He had 
already learned the value of unceasing work as a cure for his many 
temptations; now he discovered that the more he gave himself to helping 
others the happier man he became. He began to love the patients in the 
hospital, not merely to serve them; and the more he loved them the more he 



was troubled by the treatment they received, even in so comparatively 
well-regulated a hospital as S. Giacomo. One evening, as he stood in the 
middle of a ward, the thought occurred to him that good nursing depended 
on love that the more it was independent of mere wages the better it would 
be; that if he could gather men about him who would nurse for love, and 
would leave the wages to look after themselves, then he might hope to 
raise nursing to the standard he desired. 

With this object in his mind Camillus carefully selected five men from 
among his fellow-servants in the hospital. He told them of his ideal, and 
of the way he hoped to attain it; the men rose to his suggestion, and 
agreed to throw in their lot with Camillus, pooling all their earnings, 
and living as much as possible together. But soon it was found this did 
not work; living in a public hospital, part of a general staff, they could 
not keep separate from the rest. If they wished to carry out their 
intention to the full they must have a home of their own. 

Meanwhile another thought had come to Camillus. He had noticed that not 
only the servants often failed in their duty to the sick, but the priests 
failed as well, if he would have his company of nurses equal to his 
ambition, then it must include priests also. He would become one himself; 
illiterate as he was he set to work. First he found a chaplain of the 
hospital who undertook to teach him Latin during his leisure hours; later, 
since by this means he made slow progress, he entered himself as a student 
at the Roman College, taught by the Jesuit fathers; and, at the age of 
thirty-two this lank figure of over six feet was henceforth to be seen 
among the little boys learning the elements of grammar. Naturally the boys 
were amused; they nicknamed Camillus the "Late Arrival," and would offer 
him their services to help him in his lessons. But Camillus persevered, 
and in 1584, when he was thirty-four years of age, he had the consolation 
of being ordained. 

Now at last it may be said that the life of Camillus really began. He took 
a house by the Tiber, in the lowest and most pestilential part of the 
city, and there set about the service of the sick wherever he might find 
them. One incident here is worthy of mention; it is said to be the only 
occasion when St. Philip Neri made a mistake in the diagnosis of anyone 
entrusted to his spiritual care. So long as Camillus was safe at his work 
in the hospital of S. Giacomo, St. Philip was happy about him; when he 
heard that he had left the place, and had taken up his abode in the lowest 
quarters of the town, he was not a little distressed. Knowing Camillus's 
past, and his propensity for gambling, he was much afraid that his new 
surroundings would only revive the old temptation. Moreover he was 
convinced that this new departure was only another mark of that restless 
and obstinate nature which had already made his penitent seek in vain for 
admission among the Franciscans. He spoke sharply to Camillus; he advised 



him, for his own security, not to give up the work he was doing at S. 
Giacomo; if he disobeyed, Philip would be compelled to give him up. But 
Camillus held firm to his project; he knew he had found his true vocation 
and he would not yield, even though he loved St. Philip as more than a 
father, and from that moment, for a period at least, Philip Neri and 
Camillus de Leilis parted company. It is one more instance of the 
difference that can come even between the most charitable, and the most 
understanding, of saints. 

It is not our object to speak of the wonderful Order, the Brothers of a 
Happy Death, which grew out of these humble beginnings; it is more to our 
purpose to watch how the mind of Camillus himself seemed steadily to 
expand, and how to each new light he responded without any reserve. At 
first he had the idea of founding an institution of hospital nurses; soon 
he realized that the sick outside hospitals were in far more need of good 
nursing than those within, and at once he made them the object of his 
special care. Next, in a time of pestilence, he saw how the stricken were, 
almost of necessity, neglected and allowed to die as they might; he bound 
himself and his followers by vow to visit pestilential areas whenever 
there was need, and in fulfillment of that vow numbers of his disciples 
gave their lives. Following on this was his care of those actually dying. 
When the end was certain, many, especially among the poor, were left to 
their fate and nothing more was done for them; Camillus made the comfort 
and help of the dying so much his special object of charity that from that 
work alone his Order ultimately took its name. 

So did his charity expand, and the memory of his own early days spurred 
him on, some would say, even to extravagance. No case was too abandoned 
for him to help; none too wicked for Camillus to put it away. Once, in 
1590, in a time of famine and distress in the city, when, besides, the 
winter was exceptionally severe, Camillus was distributing clothes to the 
poor in his courtyard. Two of the recipients, as soon as they had the 
clothes in their hands, immediately gambled them away or sold them, and 
then ran off lest Camillus might discover what they had done. But Camillus 
was too quick for them; his old days told him why they had run away, and 
he sympathized. He followed after them and caught them up; then he brought 
them back and clothed them again as if nothing had happened. Naturally his 
friends remonstrated. They thought Camillus had not noticed what the 
rascals had done, and told him, bidding him leave them to their fate. But 
Camillus did not change. 

"What, my brothers," he replied, "do you see nothing but the rags of these 
poor creatures? And do you see nothing beneath the rags but the poor 
creatures themselves? St. Gregory gave to a man in rags, but the man was 
Jesus Christ Himself." 



This story is only one of many. Of all the great apostles of charity 
perhaps there is none of whom so many stories are told of extreme 
generosity to the poorest of the poor. And we in modern times have reason 
to preserve the memory of Camillus, for we owe him two great debts. In the 
first place he may be said to be the founder of the modern nursing spirit; 
in the second place, without any doubt, we are indebted to him for the 
institution of the Red Cross. When the Order which he founded was formally 
approved by the Pope, that its members might be distinguished from other 
regulars, Camillus asked that they might be permitted to wear a red cross 
on their cassock and mantle. By an apostolic brief, dated 26th June, 1586, 
the permission was granted; and three days later, on the Feast of Ss. 
Peter and Paul, Camillus with a few of his followers came to St. Peter's, 
each wearing the red cross, and there dedicated themselves and their work 
to God for all time. 

But the charity of Camillus was not confined only to the sick and dying; 
it spread out to every phase of wretched humanity, no matter where he 
found it. As he grew older he seemed to recall with greater vividness the 
miseries of his early days; often enough, when his companions or others 
ventured to protest against what seemed to them excess, he would only 
answer that he himself had once been in the same or greater need, and 
would go on as before. When he traveled, he invariably filled his purse 
with small coins, to be given to beggars on the way; sometimes, for the 
same purpose, he would have bags of bread tied to his saddle. He would 
imitate literally the Samaritan in the Gospel; if he found a sufferer on 
the road, he would take him to the nearest inn, have him cared for, and 
leave behind money for his maintenance while he stayed. Indeed, this 
constant habit of paying for the needs of others whom he met anywhere, and 
who seemed in any way poorer than himself, was often a source of no small 
embarrassment to those who traveled with him. Camillus never seemed to 
care; he was always giving; when his stock ran out he would keep an 
account of the needs of others and would send them shoes, and clothes, 
and the like as soon as he was able. Not even the poverty of his own house 
would stop him; once when a father-prefect had forbidden the distribution 
of bread at the gate, because there was not enough for the community, 
Camillus bade him revoke his order. 

"Did you sow and reap this bread?" he asked him. "I tell you, that if you 
will not do good to the poor, God will not do good to you; in the hour of 
your death it shall be measured out to you with the same measure with 
which you have measured out to such as these." 

And again, when his disciples were afraid of his seemingly reckless 
giving, he said to them: 

"Trust in God, cowards, and cast your bread into the river of life; soon 
you shall find it in the ocean of eternity." 



Or when at least they suggested that it was enough to help those who came 

to them, he said: 

"If no poor could be found in the world, men ought to go in search of 

them, and dig them up from underground to do them good, and to be merciful 

to them." 

Indeed, if one may distinguish the charity of Camillus from that of any 
hero of his class it was specially this: he was for ever "digging out the 
poor from underground to do them good." No one knew the slums or the 
ghetto of Rome better than Camillus; and all whom he found there. 
Christians or Jews or Turks, were all the same to him. He frequented the 
prisons; he would shave and wash the wretched convicts, and bade his 
companions do the same; he had special care of those condemned to death. 
Even the undiscovered poor did not escape him; he would inquire from 
neighbors whether they knew of widows or children in straitened 
circumstances, and when he found them those widows and children would 
find parcels of money and clothes coming to them from they knew not where. 
Lastly we must mention his care of the very animals. He once found a 
newborn lamb lying in a ditch, apparently forgotten by the shepherds. He 
got off his horse, picked up the lamb and carried it in his cloak to the 
nearest sheepfold, where he gave it to those who would look after it. 
Another time he came across a dog with a broken leg. He cared for it and 
fed it regularly; when he had to leave the place he asked others to 
continue to look after it. 

"I, too, have had a bad leg," he said; "and I know the misery of not being 
able to walk. This is a creature of God, and a faithful creature, too. If 
I am as faithful to my master as a dog is to his, I shall do very well." 
As we read incidents and sayings like these we seem to see the secret 
of the sanctity of Camillus; a depth of human sympathy, and virility, and 
love of life itself, which was at once the cause of his early wanderings 
and of his later heroism. In all greatness there is a certain disregard of 
consequences, be it in good or in evil; we say that the greatest mountains 
cast the deepest shadows. So was it with Camillus. In his early years this 
disregard led him to choose the life he did; later it would almost seem 
that it left him without any power to choose for himself at all. But one 
day, on a sudden, he seemed to awake. He saw something he had not seen 
before; he felt within himself a power to be and do which was not his own. 
Up to that time he had often tried and failed; from that moment he failed no 
more. He made many mistakes; for years he was compelled to grope about; 
feeling his way, not knowing where he would end, perhaps not altogether 
caring. Still, during those years of groping it is clear that his willpower was 
being strengthened every day. It is not a little significant that whereas at the 
age of twenty-three he had not the will to resist a fellow-tramp, when he was 
thirty he could hold his own conviction against even a St. Philip Neri. 



Once this willpower had been gained the rest of the growth of Camillus is 
comparatively easy to explain. He was a soldier by profession, for whom 
life had no surprises, to whom no degree of degradation came as a shock; 
he had gone through the worst and he knew. But he also knew that however 
low a man may fall he remains still a man; when he himself had been at his 
lowest he had never quite lost the memory of better things, nor the vague 
desire that he might be other than he was. From his own experience he was 
sure that the most wretched of men was more to be pitied than to be 
condemned; and if to be pitied, then to be helped if that was possible. 
With this knowledge, burnt into his soul during ten bitter years, and with 
the will now developed to act, the hero latent in Camillus began to 
appear. Nothing could stop him; not the anxious warning of a saint, not 
the discouragement of religious superiors, not the appeals of seculars who 
bade him be content with the good he was doing, not his own want of 
education, which seemed to exclude all possibility of the priesthood, not 
his naturally passionate nature, signs of which are manifest in him to the 
end. Like other saints, he began with nothing; as with them, the bread he 
gave multiplied within his hands; even more than has been the case with 
most saints, the stream he has set flowing has not been confined within 
the limits of a religious Order, but has overflowed its banks, and has 
materially affected the whole of our civilization. 

Such has been the working of the grace of God in and through Camillus de 
Leilis, the trooper, the tramp. He founded his Congregation, and it was 
approved, in 1586, when he was thirty-six years of age. It was raised to 
the rank of an Order in 1591 , and Camillus was appointed its first 
General. He held that office till 1607, when he persuaded his brethren, 
and the ecclesiastical authorities, to allow him to resign. He lived for 
seven years more, a humble subject in the Order which he himself had 
founded and, as is not uncommon in the lives of saints, if we may judge 
from certain signs, they were not the happiest years of his life. In 1613 
it became evident to himself and to his brethren that he could not live 
much longer, and at his own request he was taken to Rome, that he might 
die in the Holy City. But his preparation for death was characteristic of 
his life; so long as he could drag himself about he could not be kept from 
visiting the hospitals. When he could no longer go out, he still continued 
to visit the sick in his own house; and when that became impossible, then 
he set himself to writing many letters, to the many in the world who had 
helped him with their alms, and to his own brethren, that they might 
continue the good work. For himself, he did not forget what he had been. 
"I beseech you on my knees to pray for me," he said to the General of the 
Carmelites, who visited him on his death-bed, "for I have been a great 
sinner, a gambler, and a man of bad life." 

As his mind began to wander it always went in the direction of God's 



mercy; he seemed never to tire of thanking Him for all He had done, 
through the merits of the Precious Blood of Christ. At length the end 
came. He stretched out his arms in the form of a cross, pronounced again 
his thanksgiving for the Blood of Christ, and died. It was in the evening 
of July 14th, 1614. 



St. Joseph Of Cupertino: The Dunce— 1603-1663 

If ever a tiny child began life with nothing in his favor it was Joseph of 
Cupertino; he had only one hopeful and saving quality — that he knew it. 
Other boys of his own age were clever, he was easily the dullest of them 
all. Others were winning and attractive, nobody ever wanted him. While 
they had pleasant things said to them, and nice things given to them, 
Joseph always wrote himself down an ass, and never looked for any special 
treatment. He went to school with the rest of the children in the village, 
but he did not succeed in anything. He was absent-minded, he was awkward, 
he was nervous; a sudden noise, such as the ringing of a church-bell, 
would make him drop his schoolbooks on the floor. He would sit with his 
companions after school-hours, and try to talk like them, but every time 
his conversation would break down; he could not tell a story to the end, 
no matter how he tried. His very sentences would stop in the middle 
because he could not find the right words. Altogether, even for those who 
pitied him, and wished to be kind to him, Joseph was something of a trial. 
Ill fortune seemed to have set its seal on Joseph before he was born. His 
father, a carpenter by trade, was a good enough man in his way, but he was 
a poor hand at dealing with money; what little he earned seemed to slip at 
once through his fingers. At the very moment when his son came into the 
world his house was in the hands of bailiffs, and his effects were being 
sold up. Joseph was born in a shed at the back of the house, where his 
mother had hid herself out of very shame. With such a beginning Joseph 
had very poor prospects. As a child, utterly underfed and sickly, he was a 
very miserable specimen of humanity. He seemed to catch every disease 
that came his way; many a time he was at death's door, and, to tell the truth, 
if he had died it would have been a great relief to those responsible for 
him. Even his mother wearied of him. She, too, was good in her way, but 
she was hard by nature, and circumstances had made her harder; Joseph 
was ever in fault, and for every offense she punished him without mercy, 
according to her notions of a mother's duty. When he was little more than 
seven years old he developed a running ulcer which would not heal; and his 
mother was the more embittered against him, for now she supposed that 
even if the boy grew up he would probably be always to the family nothing 
but a burden. 

Nobody wanted Joseph; even his mother did not want him; Joseph learned 
this 

lesson very early and accepted it. He did not seem to want himself, he did 



not know what he wanted; at times he seemed scarcely to know what he was 
doing. So abstracted was he that he would forget his meals; and when his 
attention was called to the fact his only reply would be: "I forgot." 

Since he could make nothing of books, he was apprenticed to a shoemaker. 
It was of little use; Joseph was too much distracted, too much absorbed in 
other things not practical for work-a-day people; and he never learned to 
make or mend a shoe. But he went on trying and his master tolerated him, 
merely to give the boy something to do. 

At length, one day, in the midst of this aimless life, when Joseph was 
already seventeen years of age, there came into his village a begging 
friar. At once a new idea came into Joseph's mind. He could not be 
anything in the world, because he seemed incapable of learning anything; 
strangely enough this thought had never troubled him much. But surely he 
could at least be a friar, and go about begging his bread. Brains were not 
needed for such a life as that; and as for the life itself, it appealed to 
him with a strange fascination, as having an ideal of its own. Besides he 
had two uncles in the Order; that gave him hope and encouragement. 
He was easily given leave to go away from his home and try; but to find 
entrance into a monastery was by no means so easy. He had done no 
studies worth the name, and therefore could not be received; many other 
reasons were easily forthcoming. He applied at one convent; and the door 
was closed to him at once; at another, and was told it was quite hopeless; 
at length he found a community which agreed to take him on trial as a 
lay-brother. But it was of no avail; with the best of intentions to be kind 
to him, the brethren found him a test of their patience. Not only was 
he very dull and difficult to teach, but his fits of piety and abstraction, 
which had been with him from the beginning, made him quite 
unbearable. He had a way of suddenly standing still in the midst of some 
occupation, and forgetting everything. He would go down on his knees in 
the most unlikely places, utterly oblivious of everything around him. He 
might be washing dishes in the scullery, he might be carrying food into 
the refectory; one of these fits of abstraction would come on, and down 
everything would crash in pieces on the floor. In the hope of curing him, 
bits of the broken plates were fastened to his habit, and he carried them 
about, as a penance, as a humiliation, as a reminder not to do the same 
again, but he did not mend. He could not even be trusted with serving out 
the bread, for the reason that he forgot the difference between brown 
bread and white. 

It was of no use. Materially or spiritually Joseph's stay in the monastery 
could serve no good purpose; his habit was taken from him and he was told 
to go. That day, as he afterwards declared, was the hardest day in all his 
life; it looked as if everything in heaven and earth had conspired to shut 
him out; and he never forgot it. He used to say that when they deprived 



him of the habit it was as if they had torn off his sl<in. But that was not 
the end of his troubles. When he had recovered from his stupor on the road 
outside he found he had lost some of his lay clothes. He was without a 
hat; he had no boots or stockings, his coat was moth-eaten and worn. Such 
a sorry sight did he appear, that as he passed a stable down the lane some 
dogs rushed out on him, and tore what remained of his rags to still worse 
tatters. 

Having escaped from the dogs, poor Joseph trudged along, wondering what 
next would happen. He passed some shepherds tending sheep. They took 
him for a dangerous character. When questioned he could give no account of 
himself and they were about to give him a beating; fortunately one of them 
had a little pity, and persuaded them to let him go free. But it was only 
to pass from one trouble into another. Scarcely had he gone a little 
further down the road when a nobleman on horseback met him. The latter 
could see in Joseph nothing but a suspicious tramp who had no business in 
those parts, and thought to hand him over to the police; only when, after 
examining him, he had come to the conclusion that he was too stupid to be 
harmful did he let him go. 

At last, torn and battered and hungry, Joseph came to a village where one 
of his uncles lived. He was a prosperous tradesman there, with a thriving 
little shop of his own; and Joseph hoped he would find with him some kind 
of comfort, perhaps another start in life. But he was sadly disappointed. 
Nephews of Joseph's type, even at their best, are not always welcome to 
prosperous uncles, much less when they turn up unexpectedly, with scarcely 
a rag on their backs. Joseph's uncle was no better and no worse than 
others. He looked at the poor lad who stood before him, soiling his clean 
shop floor with his dirty, bare feet, disgracing himself and his house 
with his rags, and he was just a little ashamed to own him as a nephew. 
Evidently, he said to himself, the boy had inherited his father's 
improvident ways, and would come to nothing good. He was already well on 
the road to ruin; to help him would only make him worse. Besides, Joseph's 
father already owed him money; how, then, could he be expected to do 
anything for the son? 

So instead of offering him assistance, Joseph's uncle turned upon him; 
blamed him for his sorry plight, which, he said, he must have brought upon 
himself; railed at him because of his father's debts, which such a son 
could only increase; finally pushed him into the street, without a coin to 
help him on his way. There was nothing to be done; he must move on; 
nobody wanted Joseph. 

At last he reached his native town, and made for his mother's cottage. His 
father was still in difficulties; during Joseph's absence things had gone 
no better than before. He came to the door in fear and trembling. 



remembering well how both his father and his mother had long since tired 
of his presence. Still he would venture; it was the only place left where 
he might hope for a shelter and he must try. He opened the door and looked 
in; inside he found his mother, busy about her little hovel. Weary and 
footsore, hungry and miserable, no longer able to stand, he fell on the 
floor at his mother's feet; he could not speak a word, though his 
glistening eyes as he looked up at her were eloquent. 

But they failed to soften his mother. She had gone through hard times 
enough and was unprepared for more. What? Had he come back to burden 
them, now when things were worse than ever? And further disgraced, 
besides, for had he not been expelled from a monastery? How the neighbors 
would talk, and scorn the mother for having such a son; an unfrocked friar, a 
ne'er-do-well, a common tramp, and that at an age when other youths were 
earning an honest livelihood! She could restrain herself no longer. As he 
lay at her feet she rounded on him. 

"You have been expelled from a house of religious," she cried. "You have 
brought shame upon us all. You are good for nothing. We have nothing for 
you here. Go away; go to prison, go to sea, go anywhere; if you stay here 
there is nothing for you but to starve." 

But she was not content with only words. She had a brother who was a 
Franciscan, holding some sort of office. In high dudgeon she went off to 
him, and gave him a piece of her mind about the way his Order had 
dismissed her son, and put him again on her hands. She appealed to him to 
have him taken back, in any capacity they liked; so long as she was rid of 
him, they could do with him what they chose. But as for readmission, the 
good Franciscans were immovable. Joseph had been examined before, and 
had been declared unsuitable; he had been tried, and had been found want- 
ing; the most they could do was to give him the habit of the Third Order, and 
employ him somewhere as a servant. He was appointed to the stable; there 
he could do little harm. Joseph was made the keeper of the monastery mule. 
And then the change came. Joseph set about his task since it was now clear 
that he could never be a Franciscan, at least he could be their servant. 
He said not a word in complaint; what had he to complain of? He told 
himself that all this was only what he might have expected; being what he 
was, he might consider himself fortunate to find any job at all entrusted 
to him. He asked for no relief; he took the clothes and the food they 
chose to give him; he slept on a plank in the stable, it was good enough 
for him. What was more, in spite of his dullness, perhaps because of it, 
Joseph had by nature a merry heart. However great his troubles, the moment 
a gleam of sunshine shone upon him he would be merry and laugh. The 
troubles were only his desert and were to be expected; when brighter times 
came he enjoyed them as one who had received a consolation wholly 
unlocked for, and wholly undeserved. 



Gradually this became noticed. Friars would go down to the stable for one 
reason or another, and always Joseph was there to welcome them, appar- 
ently as happy as a lord. It was seen how little he thought of himself, how 
glad 

he was to serve; since he could not be a begging friar, sometimes in his 
free moments he went out and begged for them on his own account. His 
lightheartedness was contagious; his kindly tongue made men trust him; it 
was noticed how he was welcomed among the poorest of the poor, who saw 
better than others the man behind all his oddities. He might make a 
Franciscan after all. The matter was discussed in the community chapter; 
his case was sent up to a provincial council for favorable consideration; 
it was decided, not without some qualms, to give him yet another trial. 
In this way Joseph was once more admitted to the Order, but what was to be 
done with him then? His superiors set him to his studies, in the hope that 
he might learn enough to be ordained, but the effort seemed hopeless. With 
all his good intentions he learned to read with the greatest difficulty, 
and, says his biographer, his writing was worse. He could never expound a 
Sunday Gospel in a way to satisfy his professors; one only text seemed to 
take hold of him, and on that he could always be eloquent; speaking from 
knowledge which was not found in books. It was a text of St. Luke (xi, 
27): "Beatus venter qui te portavit." Nevertheless he succeeded in being 
ordained, and the story of his success is one of those mysteries of grace, 
repeated in the lives of other saints, down to that of the Cure d'Ars in 
the last century, by which Christ Himself lets us see that for His 
priesthood He chooses "whom He will Himself," no matter what regulations 
man may make. 

It came about in this way. Minor Orders in those days were easily 
conferred, and even the sub-diaconate; but for the diaconate and the 
priesthood a special examination had to be passed, in presence of the 
bishop himself. As a matter of form, but with no hope of success, Joseph 
was sent up to meet his fate. The bishop opened the New Testament at 
haphazard; his eye fell upon the text "Beatus venter qui te portavit," and 
he asked Joseph to discourse upon it. To the surprise of everyone present 
Joseph began, and it seemed as if he would never end; he might have been 
a Master in Theology lost in a favorite theme. There could be no question 
about his being given the diaconate. A year later came the priesthood, and 
Joseph had again his ordeal to undergo. He was examined with a number of 
others One by one the first candidates were tested, and their answers were 
far above the average. At length the bishop, more than satisfied with what 
he had heard, cut the examination short, and passed the rest unquestioned. 
Joseph was among the fortunate candidates who were asked nothing, and 
was ordained along with the rest. He was twenty-five years of age. 

There were many, by this time, besides the very poor who had come to 



realize the wonderful simplicity and selflessness of Joseph, hidden 
beneath his dullness and odd ways; a few had discovered the secret of his 
abstractedness, when he would lose himself in the labyrinth of God. 
Nevertheless he remained a trial, especially to the practical-minded; to 
the end of his life he had to endure from them many a scolding. Often 
enough he would go out begging for the brethren, and would come home 
with his sack full, but without a sandal, or his girdle, or his rosary, or 
sometimes parts of his habit. His friends among the poor had taken them 
for keepsakes, and Joseph had been utterly unaware that they had gone. 
He was told that the convent could not afford to give him new clothes every 
day. "Oh! Father," was his answer, "then don't let me go out any more; 
never let me go out any more. Leave me alone in my cell to vegetate; it is 
all I can do." 

For indeed, as we have seen, Joseph had no delusions about himself; and 
his ordination did not make him think differently. He had been sorely 
knocked about in life, but he always understood that he deserved it. The 
poor in the villages, when he went among them to beg, showed him peculiar 
respect and friendship; but he always took this to mean that they looked 
on him as one of themselves, indeed rather less than they were, and they 
were kind to him out of pity. True he was a priest, but everybody knew how 
he had received the priesthood. He could assume no airs on that account. 
On the contrary, knowing what he was, he could only act accordingly. In 
spite of his priestly office, Joseph could only live the life he had lived 
before. He would slip down to the kitchen and wash up the dishes; he would 
sweep the corridors and dormitories; he would look out for the dirtiest 
work that others shirked, and would do it; when building was going on in 
the convent he would carry up the stones and mortar; if anyone protested, 
declaring that such work did not become a priest, he would only reply: 
"What else can Brother Ass do?" 

And when he got Brother Ass alone in his cell, he would beat him to make 
him work harder. 

But now began that wonderful experience the like of which is scarcely to 
be paralleled in the life of any other saint. It was first in his prayer. 
Joseph's absent-mindedness, from his childhood upwards, had not been 
only a natural weakness, it was due, in great part, to a wonderful gift of 
seeing God and the supernatural in everything about him, and he would 
become lost in the wonder of it all. Now when he was a friar, and a priest 
besides, the vision grew stronger; it seemed easier for him to see God 
indwelling in His creation than the material creation in which he dwelt. 
The realization became to him so vivid, so engrossing, that he would spend 
whole days lost in its fascination, and only an order from his superiors 
could bring him back to earth. It would come suddenly upon him anywhere; 
as it were from out of space the eyes of God would look at him, or on the 



face of nature the hand of God would be seen at work, disposing all 
things. Joseph would stand still, exactly as the vision caught him, fixed 
as a statue, insensible as a stone, and nothing could move him. The 
brethren would use pins and burning embers to recall him to his senses, 
but nothing could he feel. When he did revive and saw what had happened, 
he would call these visitations fits of giddiness, and ask them not to 
burn him again. Once a prelate, who had come to see him on some business, 
noticed that his hands were covered with sores. Joseph could not hide 
them, nor could he hide the truth, but he had an explanation ready. 
"See, Father, what the brethren have to do to me when the fits of 
giddiness come on. They have to burn my hands, they have to cut my 
fingers, that is what they have to do." 

And Joseph laughed, as he so often laughed; but we suspect that it was 
laughter keeping back tears. 

Then there came another visitation. In the midst of these ecstasies Joseph 
would rise from the ground, and move about in the air. In the church 
especially this would come upon him; he would fly towards the altar or 
over it, or to a shrine on a special festival. In the refectory, during a 
meal, he would suddenly rise from the ground with a dish of food in his 
hands, much to the alarm of the brethren at table. When he was out in the 
country begging, suddenly he would fly into a tree. Once when some work- 
men were laboring to plant a huge stone cross in its socket, Joseph rose 
above them, took up the cross and placed it in the socket for them. A little 
thing would suffice to bring about these levitation's; a word of praise of 
the Creator and His creature, of the beauty of the sky or of the trees on 
the roadside, and away Joseph would go. 

Along with this went a power over nature, over the birds and beasts of the 
field, surpassing even that of his Father, St. Francis of Assisi; and 
Joseph used his power playfully, as St. Francis used it. There was a 
convent of nuns not far from the monastery, where Joseph sometimes 
called for alms. One day, when they had been good to him, he told them 
with a laugh that in return for their kindness he would send them a bird 
to help them in their singing. The next time they went to office, in flew a 
sparrow by the window. All the time they sang he sang too, when the office 
was over he flew away again. And so it happened every day, morning and 
evening the sparrow was there, as regular as any nun. But one day a 
sister, passing him by, gave him a push 'with her hand; the sparrow flew 
out at once and did not return any more. When next Joseph came to the 
convent, the sisters told him that the sparrow was gone, but they did not 
tell him the reason. 

"He is gone, and quite right," said Joseph; "he did not come to you to be 
insulted." 



However, he promised he would make amends to the sparrow; and in due 
time he appeared again, and joined in the office as before. 

But that does not end the story of the sparrow. He would become so 
familiar that the nuns could play with him; one of them tied a tiny bell 
to his foot. All went well till Maundy Thursday; on that day he did not 
appear, nor during the rest of Holy Week. When Joseph called on Holy 
Saturday to receive his Easter offering, they told him the sparrow had 
gone. 

"No wonder," answered Joseph, "I gave him to you to join in your music; 
you should not have made him a bell-ringer. Bells are not rung during 
these days of Holy Week. But I will see that he returns." 

And he did. The sparrow returned, and did not leave again so long as 
Joseph remained in the neighborhood. 

Let us take another story from the many that are found in the life of this 
servant whom God loved. Joseph had a special interest in the shepherds of 
the neighborhood; with people of that class he was always most at home. It 
was his custom to meet them every Saturday in a little chapel at a corner 
of the monastery grounds, and there recite with them the Litany of Our 
Lady and other prayers. His congregation was usually a large one, swelled 
by people from the village. One Saturday Joseph went to the chapel as 
usual, and found not a soul there. It was harvest time; shepherds and 
villagers were out in the meadows and had forgotten to tell him that that 
day they could not come. Joseph, knowing nothing of the reason, talked to 
himself about the fickleness of men in the service of God. As he spoke he 
looked down the valley in the distance. The sheep were in the fields, but 
there were no shepherds; only a few children to tend them. Joseph raised 
his voice: 

"Sheep of God," he cried, "come to me. Come and honor the Mother of God, 

who is also your Mother." 

Immediately the sheep all around looked up. They left their pasture, 

leaped over hedges and ditches, formed themselves into orderly companies, 

and gathered round Joseph at the chapel door. When all were assembled, 

Joseph knelt down and began: 

"Kyrie eleison." 

"Baa," answered the sheep. 

"Christe eleison." 

"Baa." 

"Sancta Maria." 

"Baa." 



And so it went on till the litany was finished. Then Joseph stood and 
blessed his congregation; and the sheep went back to their pastures as if 
nothing unusual had happened. 

Such were some of the stories the brethren had to tell one another of 
Joseph and his ways. There were many more, especially of miracles he 
wrought among the poor. He would touch blind eyes and they would see; he 
would lift up a sick child and it would be cured; he would write out the 
benediction of St. Francis and it would be passed round a village and work 
wonders. But there were some among the brethren, as there are always and 
everywhere, who did not believe in these things. They were incredible, 
they were impossible, they could not have occurred as the evidence 
declared. Besides, Joseph was not the kind of person to whom such things 
would happen; he had too many faults to be a saint, he lacked all kinds of 
virtues, he was generally a trouble in the community. Therefore he was an 
impostor, a maker of mischief, who "stirred up the people, beginning from 
Galilee even to that place." He was reported to the Vicar General; the 
Vicar General believed what was said, and Joseph was called to stand his 
trial before the inquisitors of Naples. The inquisitors examined him; 
after close testing they were unable to convict him of anything. Still 
they would not dismiss him; his case was at least doubtful, and they sent 
him for further examination to the General of the Order in Rome. The 
General received him, at first, with little favor. Generals of religious 
orders have enough to do, and more than enough to give them trouble, 
without being tried by such subjects as Joseph. Moreover, Joseph never 
could say anything for himself; if superiors were hard on him he was 
tongue-tied and could only submit. But this very submission, in this case, 
was his saving. Father General saw his humility; he began to doubt whether 
all was true that was said against him. In the end he himself took him to 
see the Holy Father; and in the Pope's presence as, perhaps, might have 
been expected, Joseph was humiliated by having another of his "fits of 
giddiness." 

But for all that, though nothing positive could be proved against him, 
during the rest of his life Joseph was submitted to a new kind of trial. 
It was the beginning of his Passion, and it lasted to the end. The 
explanation is not quite clear. It may have been that the tribunal of the 
Inquisition doubted whether it was safe to allow him, with his strange 
power, and his strange character, to wander about at will. It was not 
certain whence these powers came; devotees might make of them more than 
they ought; yet others might take scandal at Joseph's peculiar ways; many 
were the arguments adduced to make it clear that he must be piously but 
firmly kept in safe custody. The Inquisition of Perugia received a 
peremptory order to take him at once from his own monastery and to hand 
him over to the Father Guardian of a Capuchin convent, hidden away among 
the hills, there to be kept in the strictest seclusion. For a moment, when 



he heard the sentence, Joseph shivered. "Have I to go to prison?" he 
asked, as if he had been condemned. But in an instant he recovered. He 
knelt down and kissed the Inquisitor's feet; then got into the carriage, 
smiling as usual as if nothing had happened. 

Arrived at the convent, Joseph was treated with the strictest rigor. Under 
pain of excommunication he was forbidden to speak to anyone, except the 
religious around him. He was not permitted to write letters or receive 
them; he might not leave the convent enclosure; all intercourse with the 
outside world was cut off. Why all this was done Joseph did not know, and 
he never asked, but he wondered above all why he had been taken from his 
own Conventuals and delivered over to the Capuchins. 

Nevertheless, in spite of all this care, he could not be hidden. In course 
of time it became known where he had been spirited away; and pilgrims who 
had learned to revere him came to the place for the privilege of hearing 
his mass. He was transferred to another hiding-place, where again the same 
regulations were enforced. Here the same thing occurred, and once more he 
was taken away. For the last ten years of his life he seems to have lived 
virtually in prison, always being kept away from the crowds who persisted 
in seeking the man they proclaimed to be a saint. 

Meanwhile within his places of imprisonment the same wonderful experien- 
ces continued. He would be shut up in his cell and he would see things 
going on elsewhere. He would kneel down to pray before a statue in the 
garden, and the friars would see him rise in the air, still in a kneeling 
position. They would come to speak to him, and would be surprised that he 
read their thoughts before they spoke; sometimes he would read there more 
than they wished him to know. One morning he came down to the church to 
say mass, and announced to the brethren about him that the Pope had died 
during the night. Another time he made the same announcement; the 
occasions were the deaths of Urban VIII and Innocent X. 

In 1657, six years before his death, Joseph was given back to his own 
Conventuals, and by them was transferred to another place of seclusion, 
from which he never emerged. The regulations were the same, the 
surveillance, if anything, was stricter than ever. He was assigned a tiny 
cell apart from the community, and a little chapel in which he might say 
his mass apart from others. Indeed, scarcely anything else could be done. 
For years before he was secluded it had been impossible to admit him to 
office with the rest of the community, his ecstasies had become so 
frequent, and so continuous, as to throw all into disorder. For the same 
reason he had been made to take his meals apart. Now, in his last home, he 
was left to himself; and he lived, this dull man whom no one could teach, 
and no one wanted, almost continually wrapt up in the vision of that which 
no man can express in words. 



But the time at last came for his release. When, in 1657, Joseph had been 
taken to his last place of confinement, he had said he would never leave 
it. He added one thing more for a sign. He told his companions that the 
first day on which he failed to receive communion would be the day on 
which he would die. And so it came about. On August 10, 1663, he was 
seized with an intermittent fever. So long as it was only intermittent he 
continued to rise every morning to say mass. The last day was the feast of 
the Assumption; on that day, says the Act of his canonization, he had 
ecstasies and experiences surpassing anything he had ever had before. 

Then he was compelled to take to his bed; but still he persisted in hearing 
mass when he could, and never missed communion. He became worse, and 
extreme unction was administered. When he had received it, he had one 
request to make, it was that his body should be buried in some 
out-of-the-way corner, and that it should be forgotten where it was laid. 
He fell into his agony. There came constantly to his lips the words of St. 
Paul: "Cupio dissolvi et esse cum Christo." Someone at the bedside spoke 
to him of the love of God; he cried out: "Say that again, say that again!" 
He pronounced the Holy Name of Jesus. He added: "Praised be God! 
Blessed be God! May the holy will of God be done!" The old laughter seemed 
to come back to his face; those around could scarcely resist the contagion. 
And so he died. It was September 18, 1663. He was just sixty years of age. 



Blessed Claude De La Colombiere— 1641-1682 

The beautification of Blessed Claude de La Colombiere cannot be without 
interest to English Catholics, more especially to Catholics in London. 
Anyone passing St. James's Palace may recall that for two years he lived 
there, in the last days of Charles II; therefore at that time he must 
often have been seen, passing down Pall Mall or up St. James's Street, a 
singular figure in such a gay world, tolerated because he was a Frenchman, 
protected because he was the official chaplain of Mary of Modena, the wife 
of James, then Duke of York. But still more should his memory be dear to 
English Catholic hearts because it is to him that we owe it that, even in 
those times of trouble, the first formal petition for the establishment of 
the Feast of the Sacred Heart was sent to Rome from London. We may add 
another reason; unless we are mistaken Claude de La Colombiere is the last 
resident in England not a martyr who has been beatified. On that account 
we would claim him as one of ourselves, closely allied with our martyrs. 
And yet, when we come to study his career, there is singularly little to 
be said about him; indeed one may assert that he has been remembered 
more because of his connection with the name of another than on his own 
account. Had he never come across St. Margaret Mary he might never have 
been known, any more than Bernadette would have been known, had it not 
been for the apparitions at Lourdes. Nor, when he is known, is it easy at 



first to discover the sanctity in its highest degree which was his. There 
is little to show us that any of his contemporaries and friends looked on 
him as anything more than an excellent religious, and even that on some 
accounts might have seemed to need qualification. There are saints whom no 
man would discover if God did not discover them for him; one of these was 
La Colombiere. There are saints who have never dreamt they were saints; it 
would seem that of no one could this be more truly said than of him. 

Claude de La Colombiere was one of a family of seven children, two of whom 
died young, four of the rest embraced the religious life or the 
priesthood; of his childhood we know practically nothing. At the age of 
nine he went to a Jesuit school; almost all we know of his schooldays is 
that he "showed ability"; a remark that will have been made of many of his 
companions. When he was seventeen he entered the Jesuit novitiate; we are 
told that he had "a horrible aversion to the life he chose", but he is not 
the only novice who has felt the same. He passed through his course of 
training very much as any other scholastic; if during his theology he was 
at the same time appointed tutor to the children of Colbert this was 
nothing exceptional. By an indiscretion of his own he lost that post; this 
threw him back into the colleges, where he held offices suited to one of 
rather more than average ability, but not of themselves suggestive of 
anything exceptional, whether in nature or in grace. He then made his 
third year of probation; after which, at the age of thirty-five, he was 
sent as superior to the residence at Paray-le-Monial. During his college 
days he had taught rhetoric, and had shown a gift for preaching; at the 
same time he was delicate in physique, and incapable of excessive work. It 
would seem that these two circumstances had decided his appointment to 
Paray, where he could exercise his talent without undue pressure or labor. 
His work in Paray was such as might have been expected of a good 
religious, little more. He took a lively interest in the little Jesuit 
school that was under him; he founded a sodality for men; he helped in the 
founding of a hospital; he preached with apparently average success; he 
was sought for as a confessor and a director of souls; to the outside world 
that appears to have been all. But he was also extraordinary confessor 
to the Visitation nuns of Paray, and in that convent at the moment 
Sister Margaret Mary Alacoque was causing anxiety. Naturally Father 
de La Colombiere soon came across her. He studied her case and at once, 
against the opinion of others, he espoused her cause; he was rewarded, 
perhaps not altogether at first to his liking, by being told by the saint 
that he was the one appointed by Our Lord to be her chief support in the 
task imposed upon her. Still he did not shrink. He became her staunch 
friend and adviser; if we may judge from notes written in his journal more 
than two years later, he accepted this responsibility as a further motive 
compelling him to aim at the highest sanctity. 

He lived at Paray-le-Monial only eighteen months, after which he was 



appointed chaplain to tine Ducliess of York, daugliter of tine Duke of Modena, 
in London. There he lived, in St. James's Palace, for two years, a lonely 
and cramped life, but, if we may judge from his letters, not without the 
fruit which an earnest priest in such a situation might have been expected 
to reap. At the end of that time he was betrayed by a Frenchman whom he 
thought he had converted. He was accused of reconciling heretics, and of 
speaking against the king; it was the year of the Titus Gates "Plot," and 
La Colombiere, a Jesuit, and living in the household of the Duke of York, 
must have seemed a likely source of information. He was thrown into 
prison, cross-examined many times, but clearly knew nothing of what was 
said to be going on; at length, being a Frenchman, he was banished from 
the country. But before he could leave his health broke down; the 
hardships of his prison, added to the rigor of the English climate, had 
affected his lungs, and he suffered a serious hemorrhage. As soon as he 
was able he returned to France; there he was given light work as spiritual 
father in the college of Lyons. But he never recovered. He was removed to 
Paray in the hope that the climate might suit him better; and there he 
died, on February 15th, 1682, having just completed his forty-first year. 
A good man, so his brethren thought, but not exactly what was usually 
ranked as a saint. He had worked no miracles; he had written no books; he 
had done nothing in particular. His health had prevented him from using 
his talents as they might have been used; he had lived only six years from 
his probation, and two of those had been spent in London, hidden away, 
unknown to his fellow religious, bearing no fruit that could be seen. He 
was buried as a good man might have been expected to be buried, with the 
usual becoming ceremony; perhaps there were those among the mourners 
who regretted that here was another good life thrown away. 

But when he was gone two precious documents were found among his pa- 
pers. It was true Sister Margaret Mary had always spoken of him as some- 
thing exceptional, and after his death revered him as a saint, but this was put 
down to her natural enthusiasm, perhaps a little to her biased judgment, a 
matter of fidelity to the memory of one who had been her staunch support 
and champion. But these two documents proved that she was right. None but 
a man with the highest ideals could have written them; if he had lived up 
to the standard they laid down, then without a doubt he had lived a life 
of heroic sanctity. And when his brethren came to reflect upon it, 
gradually they saw that he had. Gradually his name was dissociated from 
that of St. Margaret Mary, and the devotion of which she constituted him 
the first apostle; it was found that it represented one who on his own 
account deserved a place in the ranks of the Church's saints. 

Beneath these great ideals, is it possible to trace the natural man on 
which they are built? We think it is. Colombiere has written his double 
self-analysis, one during his third year of probation, the other during a 
retreat he made in England, with such simplicity and accurate attention to 



detail that we are able to infer the things he has omitted without much 
fear of mistake. And the picture we would draw is something of this kind. 
By nature Colombiere was a man given to despondency, to self-mistrust 
leading almost to despair, even as at one time was his immediate 
predecessor, to whom he had so great a devotion, St. Francis de Sales. 
He had a keen appreciation of are and literature, with which there usually 
goes great sensitiveness of soul, he felt things keenly, above all his own 
apparent failures, even in the little things of life. Though once or twice 
he breaks out in expressions of devotion, yet as a rule his prayer was dry 
and arid; with all his aspirations after sanctity, he can only resign 
himself to the commonest planes of the spiritual life and look for 
perfection in that resignation. Behind all this, the placid exterior, 
interpreted by his contemporaries, and even by modern biographers, as 
a sign of placidity within, in matter of fact concealed a soul unceasingly 
troubled by a whirl of temptation, and of passions which he had need of 
every grace to resist. 

It is in this light that we would read and interpret the three or four 
characteristics of his sanctity; they were the outcome of the battle he 
found he had to fight, and of experience of himself, more than of any 
illumination from without. Margaret Mary had visions and ecstasies, 
Colombiere had none. She was told what she had to do, even in the matter 
of her own perfection, Colombiere had to discover all this by the painful 
sifting of himself. In the third year of probation he took a vow always to 
do the thing that was most perfect; we can see that the vow was taken, 
less because of any great light from above, more because of the trouble he 
found in battling with his own nature. Later he took another vow, to 
choose by preference, when the choice was allowed him, the thing that he 
most disliked; again we see in it the determined conquest of his sensitive 
nature, more than straining after sanctity. Throughout his life his ideal 
of prayer was, as it were, to have no ideal; to be content with what was 
given him, and not even to aspire to more; this was nothing else but the 
recognition of his common experience, and the determination to turn it 
into what profit he could. Lastly, in regard to sanctity itself he has 
language almost peculiarly his own. Much as his soul longed for it, he 
seemed to think that a nature like his could never attain to sublime 
perfection; he meets the apparently hopeless prospect by accepting as his 
goal just that standard which is appointed for him and no more. Of all the 
saints in the calendar of the Church few can have been less aware of their 
sanctity than was Colombiere. 

To illustrate these characteristics of our saint we have only to compare 
certain passages in which he expresses his own mind; from first to last 
there is a certain consistency which enables us to read what is going on 
beneath. Thus, on the seventh day of his Long Retreat he writes: 
"On the seventh day, during the morning, I found myself attacked with 



thoughts of mistrust in regard to the aim in life which I am making for 
the future; I see in it hopeless difficulties. Any other life would seem 
to me easy to spend in the manner of a saint, so it appears to me, and the 
more austere, solitary, obscure, separated from all communication, so much 
the sweeter would it seem to me to be. Much as I dread the ordinary things 
of nature, such as imprisonment, continued sickness, death itself, all 
these appear to me pleasant in comparison with an everlasting fight 
against the surprises of worldliness and self-love, and of that death in 
life in the midst of the world. When I think on it all, it seems to me 
that life is going to be intolerably long, and that death will not come 
soon enough; I understand the words of St. Augustine; "Patienter vivit, et 
delectabiliter moritur." ("He lives patiently, and he die sweetly") 

So he wrote in 1674, when he was preparing for his vow of perfection. 
Three years later, during a retreat in England, we find him recalling the 
vow with satisfaction, saying he looks on it as "the greatest grace I have 
ever received in all my life"; nevertheless the next note is this: 
"I am made miserable on a matter of which I cannot speak; my imagination 
is mad and extravagant. All the passions toss my heart about; there 
scarcely passes a day but all, one after another, stir in me the most 
unruly emotions. Sometimes they are real things that rouse me, sometimes 
they are pure imaginations. It is true that by the mercy of God I endure 
all this without contributing much to it of myself and without consenting 
to it; still, at any moment I catch these foolish passions stirring up 
this poor heart. My self-love flies from corner to corner, and is never 
without a hiding-place; I feel very sorry for myself. Still I do not lose 
my temper, I do not let myself feel annoyed; what would be the use? I ask 
God to let me know what I ought to do to serve Him and to purify myself; 
but I am resolved to wait in peace till it pleases Him to work this 
miracle, for I am quite convinced that He alone can do it: "Quis potest 
facere mundum de immundo conceptum semine, nisi tu qui solus es?" 
(Job 15,4). 

Passages parallel to these might be multiplied. They tell with sufficient 
clearness the struggle that was always going on with an unruly nature; 
their proximity to the places where he speaks of the vow makes one suspect 
that the two are connected. In like manner we may judge of his prayer. It 
is true that in many places he speaks of his attraction for prayer; 
nevertheless no less often does he tell us of his dryness, always he 
emphasizes that his prayer is of the common sort, and that he does not 
wish it to be otherwise. There is no more striking summary of his mind 
than the following, taken from the notes of his retreat in 674: 
"Since by the mercy of God I feel myself somewhat drawn to prayer, I have 
asked of God, with a large heart, through the intercession of the Blessed 
Virgin, that He would give me the grace to love this holy exercise more 
and more, unto the hour of my death. It is the one means for our 



purification, the one way to union with God, the one channel by which God 
may unite Himself with us, that He may do anything with us for His glory. 
To obtain the virtues of an apostle we must pray; to make them of use to 
our neighbor we must pray; to prevent our losing them while we use them in 
His service we must pray. The counsel, or rather the commandment: Pray 
always, seems to me extremely sweet and by no means impossible. It se- 
cures the practice of the presence of God; I wish, with the help of Our Lord, 
to endeavor to follow it. We are always in need of God, then we need to pray 
always; the more we pray the more we please Him, and the more we receive. 
I do not ask for those delights in prayer which God gives to whom He will; 
I am not worthy of them, I have not strength enough to bear them. 
Extraordinary graces are not good for me; to give them to me would be to 
build on sand, it would only be pouring precious liquor into a leaking 
hogshead which can hold nothing. I ask of God only a solid, simple manner 
of prayer, which may give Him glory and will not puff me up; dryness and 
desolation, accompanied with His grace, are very good for me, so it seems. 
Then I make acts of the best kind, and with satisfaction; then I make 
efforts against my evil disposition, I try to be faithful to God, etc." 
Shortly afterwards he concludes: 

"Above all things I am resigned to be sanctified by the way that God shall 
please, by the absence of all sensible delight, if He wishes it so to be, 
by interior trials, by continual combat with my passions." 

There seems to be no evidence that he ever deviated from this path, or 
rose beyond the prayer of simplicity. In the retreat of 1677 he confesses 
that he finds little help in points for meditation, and decides to fall 
back upon his favorite method of the practice of the presence of God; 
that is all. But that is an experience of many souls of prayer, who 
nevertheless are far from being saints; it is foreseen and prepared for 
by every writer on prayer, within the Society of Jesus as well as without. 
With all this as a background we may well now ask ourselves what was 
the characteristic of his sanctity. It has al ready been suggested that the 
need of unceasing battle with himself led him to make first one heroic 
vow and then another; the faithful fulfillment of those vows meant the 
making of a saint. But as a first characteristic trait we would notice 
Colombiere's childlike simplicity; to the end he remained a child. This 
is manifest enough in the spontaneous way he writes of himself; it is 
manifest no less in his correspondence, in the stories he narrates, in 
the simplicity of his advice, in the confidence he shows towards his 
correspondents. But most of all does it appear in his attitude towards St. 
Margaret Mary. It was simplicity of soul that enabled him to understand 
her from the first; the same simplicity made him think of her, and speak 
of her with the greatest reverence; what she told him of himself he took 
as perhaps his chief source of encouragement. For example, what can be 
more simply childlike than the following? He has been speaking of his 



former temptation to vainglory and human respect: 
"Formerly (he says) I was so strongly obsessed with this temptation, that 
it sapped all my courage, and made me almost lose all hope of saving my 
own soul while thinking of the souls of others. So strong was it that if I 
had been free I do not doubt that I would have passed my days in solitude." 
Then naively he goes on: 

"This temptation began to weaken from a word which N.N. [meaning St. 
Margaret Mary] spoke to me one day. For once when she told me that while 
praying to God for me, Our Lord had given her to understand that my soul 
was dear to Him, and that He would take particular care of it, I answered 
her: 'Alas! N.N., how can this agree with what I feel within myself? Could 
Our Lord love anyone as vain as I am, one whose only object is to please 
men, and to win consideration from them, one who is steeped in human 
respect?' — '0 my Father,' she replied, 'all this does not really belong to 
you.' It is true that this single word of assurance gave me peace; from 
that time I troubled myself less about these temptations, and they grew 
weaker and less frequent." 

In other places Colombiere falls back for his own encouragement on the 
words of St. Margaret Mary. Evidently, if he was her main support, she in 
her turn did no less for him. So simple, and childlike, and dependent was 
this guide of other souls. 

Nevertheless we have not yet touched upon the quality which seems to us 
most characteristic of Colombiere. With a nature given to mistrust of 
itself and consequent despondency, with a physique which would never 
permit him to labor to the extent of his desires, placed in situations 
which invariably seemed to go wrong, or to give him little scope for his 
zeal, lastly with a spiritual experience in his soul which was more often 
desolate than consoling, it is no wonder that there grew within him an 
unbounded confidence in God, as the one mainstay on which he could rely. 
He speaks of trust in superiors, of openness with his spiritual fathers, 
of simplicity in dealing with others, of his love of friendship; but all 
these are treated more as external signs of self-conquest and charity, 
they are less considered as supports to himself. When he speaks of 
confidence in God it is quite different. He sees his sins, but the mercy 
of God is infinite, and he will not despair. He looks up to God in His 
majesty, to his Lord in the Blessed Sacrament, to the indwelling of God in 
the human soul, to the union of the heart of man with the heart of Our 
Lord by complete surrender; and he flings himself blindly into the arms of 
God to find there perfect peace. Nowhere does he write with more 
self-revelation than on the last day of his retreat in England. The 
passage is a summary of his life; we have but to read between the lines, 
giving each phrase its full value, and we seem to know Colombiere well. 
"On this eighth day (he writes) I seem to have found a great treasure, if 



only I can profit by it. It is a firm confidence in God, founded on His 
infinite goodness, and on the experience I have had that He never fails us 
in our needs. More than that, I find in the memoir which was given to me 
when I left France, that He promises to be my strength in proportion to 
the trust which I place in Him. Therefore I am resolved to put no limit to 
my trust, and to spread it out to everything. It seems to me that I ought 
to make use of Our Lord as an armor which covers me all about, by means 
of which I shall resist every device of my enemies. You shall then be my 
strength, my God! You shall be my guide, my director, my counselor, 
my patience, my knowledge, my peace, my justice, and my prudence. I 
will have recourse to you in my temptations, in my dryness, in my 
repugnances, in my weariness, in my fears; or rather I will no longer fear 
either the illusions or the tricks of the demon, nor my own weakness, my 
indiscretions, not even my mistrust of myself. For you must be my strength 
in all my crosses; you promise me that this you will be in proportion to 
my confidence. And wonderful indeed it is, my God, that at the same time 
that you impose this condition, it seems to me that you give me the 
confidence wherewith to fulfill it. May you be eternally loved and praised 
by all creatures, my very loving Lord! If you were not my strength, 
alas! what would I do? But since you are, you assure me that you are, what 
shall I not do for your glory? "Omnia possum in eo qui me confortat." You 
are everywhere in me, and I in you; then in whatever situation I may find 
myself, in whatever peril whatever enemy may rise up against me, I have my 
support always with me. This thought alone can in a moment scatter all my 
trials, above all those uprisings of nature which at times I find so 
strong, and which in spite of myself, make me fear for my perseverance, 
and tremble at the sight of the perfect emptiness in which it has pleased 
God to place me." 

Could St. Augustine be more transparent? When in his sermons we hear 
Colombiere crying out that even were he in mortal sin he would still never 
doubt that God would save him, we understand the source of his unbounded 
hope. He was a very human being indeed; perhaps this was the reason why 
he was chosen before others to be the apostle of the human Heart of Jesus 
Christ. "Come to me all you that labor and are burdened, and I will 
refresh you. . . . Learn of me, because I am meek and humble of heart. . . 
. You shall find rest for your souls." It would be hard to find a more 
perfect fulfillment of this prophecy than is found in the soul of Claude 
de La Colombiere. 



St. Benedict Joseph Labre The Beggar Saint— 1748-1783 

There is no condition of life which the grace of God has not sanctified; 
this is the first reflection that must rise in the mind of anyone who 
studies the history of Benedict Joseph Labre. He died a beggar in Rome in 
1783. Within a year of his death his reputation for sanctity had spread. 



it would seem, throughout Europe. The man and his reputed miracles were 
being discussed in London papers before the end of 1784. During that year 
the first authentic life of him appeared, from the pen of his confessor; 
it was written, as the author expressly states in the preface, because so 
many tales were being told about him. In 1785 an abridged translation was 
published in London; surely a remarkable witness, when we consider the 
place and the times — it was only five years after the Gordon riots — to the 
interest his name had aroused. We wonder in our own day at the rapidity 
with which the name of St. Therese of Lisieux has spread over the 
Christian world; though St. Benedict's actual canonization has taken a 
longer time, nevertheless his cultus spread more quickly, and that in 
spite of the revolutionary troubles of those days, and the difficulties of 
communication. Rousseau and Voltaire had died five years before; ten years 
later came the execution of Louis XVI, and the massacres of the French 
Revolution were at their height. In studying the life of Benedict Joseph 
Labre these dates cannot be without their significance. 

Benedict from the beginning of his days was nothing if not original. His 
originality consisted mainly in this, that he saw more in life than others 
saw, and what he saw made him long to sit apart from it; it gave him a 
disgust, even to sickness, for things with which ordinary men seem to be 
contented. Other men wanted money, and the things that money could buy; 
Benedict never had any use for either. Other men willingly became the 
slaves of fashion and convention; Benedict reacted against it all, 
preferring at any cost to be free. He preferred to live his life untrammeled, 
to tramp about the world where he would — ^what was it made for but 
to trample on? — to go up and down, a pure soul of nature, without any 
artificial garnish, just being what God made him, and taking every day 
what God gave him, in the end giving back to God that same being, perfect, 
unhampered, untainted. 

But it was not all at once that Benedict discovered his vocation; on the 
contrary, before he reached it he had a long way to go, making many 
attempts and meeting with many failures. He was born not far from 
Boulogne, the eldest of a family of fifteen children, and hence belonged 
to a household whose members had perforce to look very much after 
themselves. From the first, if you had met him, you would have said he was 
different from others of his class. The portrait drawn of him by his two 
chief biographers seems to set before us one of those quiet, meditative 
youths, not easy to fathom, unable to express themselves, easily 
misunderstood, who seem to stand aside from life, looking on instead of 
taking their part in it; one of those with whom you would wish to be 
friends yet cannot become intimate; cheerful always (the biographers are 
emphatic about this), yet with a touch of melancholy; whom women notice, 
yet do not venture too near; a puzzle to most who meet them, yet 
instinctively revered; by some voted "deep" and not trusted, while others. 



almost without reflecting on it, know that they can trust them with their 
very inmost souls. 

Benedict had good parents, living in a comfortable state of life; their 
great ambition was that from their many children one at least should 
become a priest. Benedict, being the quiet boy he was, soon became the one 
on whom their hopes settled; and they spared no pains to have him educated 
to that end. He chanced to have an uncle, a parish priest, living some 
distance from his family home; this uncle gladly received him, and 
undertook his early education for the priesthood. Here for a time Benedict 
settled down, learning Latin and studying Scripture. He was happy enough, 
though his originality of mind dragged against him. His Latin was a bore, 
and he did not make much of it, but the Scriptures he loved. On the other 
hand, the poor in the lanes had a strange attraction for him; they were 
pure nature, without much of the convention that he so disliked; and he 
was often with them, and regularly emptied his pockets among them. 
Besides, he had a way of wandering off to the queerest places, mixing with 
the queerest people, ending up with long meditations in his uncle's church 
before the Blessed Sacrament. 

But in spite of these long meditations, Benedict's uncle was by no means 
sure that with a character such as his, and with his wandering propensity, 
he would end as a priest. Meanwhile the thought came to Benedict 
himself that he would be a Trappist; the originality of their life, with its 
ideals the exact contrary to those of ordinary convention, seemed to him 
exactly like his own. He applied to his uncle; his uncle put him off by 
referring him to his parents; his parents would have none of it, and told 
him he must wait till he grew older. At the time of this first attempt 
Benedict was about sixteen years of age. 

He remained some two years longer with his priest-uncle, who continued to 
have his doubts about him. While he was still trying to make up his mind, 
when Benedict was about eighteen, an epidemic fell upon the city, and 
uncle and nephew busied themselves in the service of the sick. 
The division of labor was striking; while the uncle, as became a priest, 
took care of the souls and bodies of the people, Benedict went to and fro 
caring for the cattle. He cleaned their stalls and fed them; the 
chronicler tells the story as if, in spite of the epidemic, which had no 
fears for him, Benedict were by no means loth to exchange this life of a 
farm laborer for that of a student under his uncle's roof. 

But a still greater change was pending. Among the last victims of the 
epidemic was the uncle himself, and his death left Benedict without a 
home. But this did not seem to trouble him; Benedict was one of those who 
seldom show trouble about anything. He had already developed that peculiar 
craving to do without whatever he could, and now that Providence had 



deprived him of a home he began to think that he might do without that as 
well. But what was he to do? How was he to live? At first he had thought 
that his natural aloofness from the ordinary ways of men meant that he 
should be a monk. His family had put him off, but why should he not try 
again? He was older now, arrived at an age when young men ordinarily 
decide their vocations; this time, he said to himself, he would not be so 
easily prevented. 

Benedict returned to his family with his mind made up. He loved his 
parents — ^we have later abundant evidence of that; natures like his have 
usually unfathomed depths of love within them which they cannot show. He 
would not go without their consent. He asked, and again they refused; his 
mother first, and then all the rest of the household with her. But he held 
on in his resolution, till at length in despair they surrendered, and 
Benedict set off with a glad heart in the direction of La Trappe. 

He arrived there only to be disappointed. The abbey at which he applied 
had suffered much of late from the admission of candidates whose 
constitutions were unfitted for the rigor of the life; in consequence the 
monks had passed a resolution to admit no more unless they were absolutely 
sound in body. Benedict did not come up to their requirements. He was 
under age, he was too delicate; he had no special recommendations. They 
would make no exception, especially so soon after the rule had been made. 
Benedict was sent away, and returned to his family, and all they said to 
him was: "We told you so." 

Still he would not surrender. For a time he went to live with another 
parish priest, a distant relative, that he might continue his studies, and 
above all perfect himself in Latin. But the craving to go away would not 
leave him. If the Trappists would not have him, perhaps the Carthusians 
would. At least he could try. Once more he told his parents of his wish, 
and again, more than ever, they opposed him. They showed him how his first 
failure was a proof that he would fail again; how he was throwing away a 
certain future for a shadow; how those best able to judge were all against 
him, how with his exceptional education he might do so much good 
elsewhere. Still he would have his way, and one day, when he had won a 
consent from his parents that at least he might try, he went off to ask 
for admission among the Carthusians of Montreuil. But here again he met 
with the same response. The monks were very kind, as Carthusians always 
are; they showed him every mark of affection, but they told him as well 
that he had no vocation for them. He was still too young to take up such a 
life; he had not done so much as a year of philosophy; he knew nothing of 
plain chant; without these he could not be admitted among them. 

Benedict went off, but this time he did not return straight home. If one 
Carthusian monastery would not have him, perhaps another would. There 



was one at Longuenesse; he was told that there they were in need of sub- 
jects, and postulants were more easily admitted. He tramped off to Long- 
uenesse and applied; to his joy the monks agreed to give him a trial. But 
the trial did not last long. Benedict did his best to reconcile himself to the 
life, but it was all in vain. Strange to say, the very confinement, the 
one thing he had longed for, wore him down. The solitude, instead of 
giving him the peace he sought, seemed only to fill him with darkness and 
despair. The monks grew uneasy; they feared for the brain of this odd 
young man they told him he had no vocation and he was dismissed. 
Benedict came home again, but his resolution was in no way shaken. His 
mother, naturally more than ever convinced that she was right, left no 
stone unturned to win him from his foolish fancy. Friends and neighbors 
joined in; they blamed him for his obstinacy, they accused him of refusing 
to recognize the obvious will of God, they called him unsociable, 
uncharitable, selfish, unwilling to shoulder the burden of life like other 
young men of his class. Still, in spite of all they said, Benedict held 
on. He could not defend himself; nevertheless he knew that he was right 
and that he was following a star which would lead him to his goal at last. 
Since the Carthusians had said that he could not be received among them 
because he knew no philosophy or plain chant, that a year's course in 
these was essential, he found someone willing to teach him, and much as he 
disliked the study, he persevered for the year as he had been told. Then 
he applied once more at Montreuil. The conditions had been fulfilled, he 
was now older and his health had been better; he had proved his constancy 
by this test imposed upon him; though many of the monks shook their heads, 
still they could see that this persistent youth would never be content 
till he had been given another trial, and they received him. 

But the result was again the same. He struggled bravely on with the life, 
but he began to shrink to a shadow. The rule enjoined quiet in his cell, 
and he could not keep still. After six weeks of trial the monks had to 
tell him that he was not designed for them, and asked him to go. He went, 
but this time not home; he made up his mind never to go home any more. He 
would try the Trappists again or some other confined Order; perhaps he 
would have to go from monastery to monastery till at last he found peace, 
but he would persevere. At any rate he would no longer trouble, or be a 
burden to, his parents or his family. On the road, after he had been 
dismissed from Montreuil, he wrote a letter to his parents; it is proof 
enough that with all his strange ways he had a very wide place in his 
heart for those he dearly loved. 

"My dear Father and Mother, 

"This is to tell you that the Carthusians have judged me not a proper 

person for their state of life, and I quitted their house on the second 

day of October. — I now intend to go to La Trappe, the place which I have so 

long and so earnestly desired. I beg your pardon for all my acts of 



disobedience, and for all the uneasiness which I have at any time caused 
you. — By the grace of God I shall henceforth put you to no further expense, 
nor shall I give you any more trouble. — I assure you that you are now rid 
of me. I have indeed cost you much; but be assured that, by the grace of 
God, I will make the best use of, and reap benefits from, all that you 
have done for me. — Give me your blessing, and I will never again be a cause 
of trouble to you. — I very much hope to be received at La Trappe; but if I 
should fail there, I am told that at the Abbey of Sept Fonts they are less 
severe, and will receive candidates like me. But I think I shall be 
received at La Trappe." 

With hopes such as these he came to La Trappe and again was disappoint- 
ed; the good monks declined even to reconsider his case. But he went on to 
Sept Fonts, as he had said he would in his letter, and there was accepted; 
for the third time he settled down to test his vocation as a monk. The 
trial lasted only eight months. He seems to have been happier here than 
anywhere before, yet in another sense he was far from happy. This youth 
with a passion for giving up everything, found that even in a Trappist 
monastery he could not give up enough. He craved to be yet more poor than 
a Trappist, he craved to be yet more starving; and what with his longing 
to give away more, and his efforts to be the poorest of the poor, he began 
to shrink to a mere skeleton, as he had done before at Montreuil. Added to 
this he fell ill, and was disabled for two months. Once more the community 
grew anxious; it was only too clear that he would never do for them. As 
soon as he was well enough to take the road he was told that he must go, 
that the strict life of the Trappist was too much for him and with a "God's 
will be done" on his lips, and some letters of recommendation in his 
pocket, Benedict again passed out of the monastery door, into a world 
that hurt him. 

Nevertheless in those few months he had begun at last to discover his true 
vocation. Though the longing for the monastic life did not entirely leave 
him, still he was beginning to see that there was now little hope of his 
being able to embrace it in the ordinary way. He was unlike other men; he 
must take the consequences and he would. He could not be a monk like 
others, then he would be one after his own manner. He could not live in 
the confinement of a monastery; then the whole world should be his 
cloister. There he would live, a lonely life with God, the loneliest of 
lonely men, the outcast of outcasts, the most pitied of all pitiful creatures, 
"a worm and no man, the reproach of men, and the outcast of the people." 
He would be a tramp, God's own poor man, depending on whatever 
men gave him from day to day, a pilgrim to heaven for the remainder of 
his life. He was twenty-five years of age. 

He set off on his journey, with Rome as his first objective, a long cloak 
covering him, tied with a rope round the waist, a cross on his breast, a 



large pair of beads round his neck; his feet were partly covered with 
substitutes for shoes, carefully prepared, one might have thought, to let 
in water and stones. In this dress he braved every kind of weather, rain 
and snow, heat and the bitterest cold; he faced and endured it all without 
ever wincing or asking for a change. Over his shoulder he carried an old 
sack in which were all his belongings; chief among these were a bible and 
prayerbook. He ate whatever men gave him; if they gave him nothing he 
looked to see what he could find on the roadside. He refused to take 
thought for the morrow, if at any time he had more than sufficed for the 
day, he invariably gave it to another. Moreover, as a result of his 
poverty, Benedict soon ceased to be clean; the smell of Benedict was not 
always pleasant; even his confessor, who wrote his life, tells us very 
frankly that when Benedict came to confession he had to protect himself 
from vermin. Men of taste, even those who later came to look on him as a 
saint, could scarcely refrain from drawing aside when he came near them; 
and when they did, then was Benedict's heart full of joy. He had found 
what he wanted, his garden enclosed, his cloister that shut him off in the 
middle of the world; and the more he was spurned and ignored, the more 
did he lift up his eyes to God in thanksgiving. 

With this light dawning on his soul, soon to grow into full noon, Benedict 
set out on his travels. He had gone through a long noviceship, living as 
it were between two worlds, one of which he would not have, while the 
other had repeatedly closed its doors to him; now at last his life proper 
had begun. We can discover his final decision in a letter he wrote to his 
parents from Piedmont, when he had now left France, and was half-way on 
his journey to Rome. It is a letter full of soul and warmth; it teems with 
sympathy and interest for others; there is not a word which implies 
bitterness or disappointment; the man who wrote it was a happy man, in no 
way disgruntled; evidently his only fear is that he may give pain to those 
he loved. 

"My dear Father and Mother, 

"You have heard that I have left the Abbey of Sept Fonts, and no doubt you 
are uneasy and desirous to know what route I have taken, and what kind of 
life I intend to adopt. — I must therefore acquaint you that I left Sept 
Fonts in July; I had a fever soon after I left, which lasted four days, 
and I am now on my way to Rome. — I have not traveled very fast since I 
left, on account of the excessive hot weather which there always is in the 
month of August in Piedmont, where I now am, and where, on account of a 
little complaint, I have been detained for three weeks in a hospital where 
I was kindly treated. In other respects I have been very well. There are 
in Italy many monasteries where the religious live very regular and 
austere lives, I design to enter into one of them, and I hope that God 
will prosper my design. — Do not make yourselves uneasy on my account. I 
will not fail to write to you from time to time. And I shall be glad to 



hear of you, and of my brothers and sisters; but this is not possible at 
present, because I am not yet settled in any fixed place; I will not fail 
to pray for you every day. I beg that you will pardon me for all the 
uneasiness that I have given you; and that you will give me your blessing, 
that God may favor my design. — I am very happy in having undertaken my 
present journey. I beg you will give my compliments to my grandmother, my 
grandfather, my aunts, my brother James and all my brothers and sisters, 
and my uncle Francis. I am going into a country which is a good one for 
travelers. I am obliged to pay the postage of this to France. 

"Again I ask your blessing, and your pardon for all the uneasiness I have 

given you, and I subscribe myself, 

"Your most affectionate son, 

Benedict Joseph Labre. "Roziers in Piedmont, Aug. 31, 1770." 

This was the last letter he appears to have written to his family. He had 
promised to write again; if he wrote the letter has perished. Indeed from 
this moment they seem to have lost sight of him altogether; the next they 
heard of him was fourteen years later, when his name was being blazoned 
all over Europe as that of a saint whose death had stirred all Rome. And 
he never heard from them. He had told them he could give them no address, 
because he had no fixed abode; from this time forward he never had one, 
except during the last years in Rome, and that for the most part was in a 
place where the post could scarcely have found him, as we shall see. 
Except to give an idea of the nature and extent of his wanderings during 
the next six or seven years, it is needless to recall all the pilgrimages 
he made. They led him over mountains and through forests, into large 
cities and country villages, he slept under the open sky, or in whatever 
sheltered corner he could find, accepting in alms what sufficed for the 
day and no more, clothed with what men chose to give him, or rather with 
what they could induce him to accept; alone with God everywhere and 
wanting no one else. During this first journey he called on his way at 
Loreto and Assisi. Arrived in Rome, footsore and ill, he was admitted for 
three days into the French hospital; then for eight or nine months he 
lingered in the city, visiting all the holy places, known to no one, 
sleeping no one knows where. In September of the next year we find him 
again at Loreto; during the remaining months of that year, and through the 
winter, he seems to have visited all the sacred shrines in the kingdom of 
Naples. He was still there in February, 1772, after which he returned to 
Rome. In June he was again at Loreto, thence he set out on his tour to all 
the famous shrines of Europe. In 1773 he was tramping through Tuscany; in 
1774, after another visit to Rome, he was in Burgundy; during the winter 
of that year he went to Einsiedein in Switzerland, choosing the coldest 
season of the year for this visit to the mountain shrine. 1775, being the 
Jubilee year, he again spent in Rome; in 1776 he was making pilgrimages 
to the chief places of devotion in Germany. At the end of that year he 



settled down definitely in Rome, going away henceforth only on special 
pilgrimages, most of all to his favorite Loreto, which he did not fail to 
visit every year. 

Naturally enough stories are recalled of the behavior of this peculiar man 
on his journeys. He seems never to have had in his possession more than 
ten sous, or fivepence, at a time; when charitable people offered him more 
than sufficed for the day he invariably refused it. At Loreto, where he 
came to be known perhaps more than anywhere else, at first he lodged in a 
barn at some distance from the town; when compassionate friends found a 
room for him closer to the shrine, he refused it because he found it 
contained a bed. In Rome, as we have already hinted, his home for years 
was a hole he had discovered among the ruins of the Coliseum; from this 
retreat he made daily excursions to the various churches of the city. 
Except when he was ill he seldom begged; he was content with whatever the 
passersby might give him of their own accord. Once a man, seeing him in 
his poverty, gave him a penny. Benedict thanked him, but finding it more 
than he needed, passed it on to another poor man close by. The donor, 
mistaking this for an act of contempt, supposing that Benedict had 
expected more, took his stick and gave him a beating Benedict took the 
beating without a word. We have this on the evidence of the man himself, 
recorded in the inquiry after Benedict's death; it must be one instance of 
many of its kind. 

But for the rest Benedict's life was one of continued prayer; he was a 
Trappist in a monastery of his own making. So far as he was able he kept 
perpetual silence, those who knew him afterwards related that he seemed to 
go whole months together without allowing his voice to be heard. He lived 
in retirement and solitude, he would accept no friend or companion; he 
would have only God, a few who had come to notice him, and who helped 
him when he would allow them, were invariably treated as patrons and 
benefactors, but no more. When a convent of nuns, at which occasionally he 
applied, had observed him and began to show him more interest and respect, 
Benedict discovered their esteem and never went near them again. All his 
possessions were a few books of devotion and a wooden bowl; the latter had 
split, and he had kept it together with a piece of wire. He fasted and 
abstained continually, sometimes perforce, sometimes by chance by 
constantly kneeling on the hard ground, or the stone floors of the churches, 
he developed sores on both knees. He deliberately tried to be despised 
and shunned, and when men could not refrain from showing contempt 
in their manner, then would Benedict's face light up with real joy. Let 
his confessor, who wrote his life a year after his death, describe his 
first meeting with him: 

"In the month of June, 1782, just after I had celebrated mass in the 
church of St. Ignatius belonging to the Roman College, I noticed a man 



close beside me whose appearance at first sight was decidedly unpleasant 
and forbidding. His legs were only partially covered, his clothes were 
tied round his waist with an old cord. His hair was uncombed, he was 
ill-clad, and wrapped about in an old and ragged coat. In his outward 
appearance he seemed to be the most miserable beggar I had ever seen. 
Such was the spectacle of Benedict the first time I beheld him." 
For what remains of Benedict's story we cannot do better than follow the 
guidance of this director. After the priest had finished his thanksgiving, 
on the occasion just mentioned, Benedict approached him and asked him to 
appoint a time when he would hear his general confession. The time and 
place were arranged. During the confession the priest was surprised, not 
only at the care with which it was made, but also at the knowledge his 
penitent showed of intricate points of theology. He concluded that, beggar 
though he was then, he had evidently seen better days; indeed he felt sure 
that he had once been a clerical student. He therefore interrupted the 
confession to ask whether he had ever studied divinity. "I, Father?" said 
Benedict. "No, I never studied divinity. I am only a poor ignorant beggar." 
The confessor at once recognized that he was dealing with something 
unusual. He resolved to do for him all he could, and for the future to 
keep him carefully in mind. 

As it has so often been in God's dealings with hidden saints whom He has 
willed that men should come at last to know, that apparently chance 
meeting was the means by which the memory of Benedict was saved. It took 
place in June, 1782; in April of the following year Benedict died. During 
those ten months the priest to whom he addressed himself had ample 
opportunity to watch him. As the weeks passed by he grew in wonder at 
the sanctity that lay beneath rags; and yet he tells us that, not a little 
fastidiously clean as he seems to have been himself, it never so much as 
occurred to him to bid Benedict mend his ways. To hear his confession cost 
him an effort, yet he never thought twice about making that effort; only 
at times, for the sake of others, the appointed place was out of the way. 
He saw him last on the Friday before Holy Week, 1783, when Benedict came 
to make his confession as usual. He remarks that though always before 
Benedict had fixed the day when he would come again, this time he made no 
appointment. The next the priest heard of him was that he was dead, 
exactly a week later. But he was not surprised. For some months before, 
when once he had come to know Benedict and his way of life, he had 
wondered how he lived. Apart from his austerities, and his invariable 
choice of food that was least palatable, of late his body had begun to 
develop sores and ulcers. The priest had spoken to him on this last point, 
and had exhorted him at least to take more care of his sores, but Benedict 
had taken little notice. On his side, as the confessor could not but 
notice, and as is common with saints as death draws nearer, the love of 
God that was in him left him no desire to live any longer. 



It came to Wednesday in Holy Week. Among the churches which Benedict 
frequented none saw him more than S. Maria dei Monti, not very far from 
the Coliseum. In this church he usually heard mass every morning; in the 
neighborhood he was well known. On this day he had attended the morning 
services; as he went out of the door, about one in the afternoon, he was 
seen to fall on the steps. Neighbors ran towards him. He asked for a glass 
of water, but he could not lift himself up. A local butcher, who had often 
been kind to Benedict, offered to have him carried to his house, and 
Benedict agreed. They laid him on a bed, as they thought, to rest; but it 
soon became clear that he was dying. A priest was sent for, the Last 
Sacraments were administered; but Benedict was too weak to receive 
Viaticum. The prayers for the dying were said; at the words: "Holy Mary, 
pray for him," Benedict died, without a sigh or a convulsion. It was the 
16th of April, 1783: Benedict was thirty-five years of age. 

And now some remarkable things happened. His confessor and first 
biographer writes: 

"Scarcely had this poor follower of Christ breathed his last when all at 
once the little children from the houses hard by filled the whole street 
with their noise, crying out with one accord: 'The Saint is dead, the 
Saint is dead.' — But presently after they were not only young children who 
published the sanctity of Benedict; all Rome soon joined in their cries, 
repeating the self-same words: 'A Saint is dead.' . . . Great numbers of 
persons who have been eminent for their holiness, and famous for their 
miracles, have ended the days of their mortal life in this city; but the 
death of none of them ever excited so rapid and lively an emotion in the 
midst of the people as the death of this poor beggar. This stirred a kind 
of universal commotion; for in the streets scarcely anything could be 
heard but these few words: 'There is a saint dead in Rome. Where is the 
house in which he has died?'" 

Nor does this description seem to have been exaggerated. Not only was it 
written within a year of the event, so that anyone could bear witness to 
its truth; but we know that scarcely was Benedict dead before two churches 
were contending for the privilege of possessing his body. At length it was 
decided that it should be given to S. Maria dei Monti, which he had most 
frequented; and thither, on the Wednesday night, it was carried. So great 
was the crowd that the guard of police had to be doubled; a line of 
soldiers accompanied the body to the church; more honor could scarcely 
have been paid to a royal corpse. From the moment that it was laid there 
the church was thronged with mourners; the next day, Maundy Thursday, and 
again throughout Good Friday, it almost lay in state during all the Holy 
Week services. The throng all the time went on increasing, so that the 
Cardinal Vicar was moved to allow the body to remain unburied for four 
days. People of every rank and condition gathered there; at the feet of 



Benedict the Beggar all were made one. They buried him in the church, 
close beside the altar, on Easter Sunday afternoon; when the body was 
placed in the coffin it was remarked that it was soft and flexible, as of 
one who had but just been dead. 

But the enthusiasm did not end with the funeral. Crowds continued to flock 
to the church, soldiers were called out to keep order. At length the 
expedient was tried of closing the church altogether for some days. It was 
of no avail; as soon as the church was reopened the crowds came again, and 
continued coming for two months. Nothing like it had been seen before, 
even in Rome; if ever anyone was declared a saint by popular acclamation 
it was Benedict Joseph Labre, the beggar. Then the news spread abroad. 
Within a year the name of Benedict was known all over Europe. Lives of him 
began to appear, legends began to grow, miracles, true and false, were 
reported from all sides; it was to secure an authentic story, among many 
inventions, that his confessor was called upon to write the Life that we 
know. 

Let us add one touching note. All this time the father and mother, 
brothers and sisters of Benedict were living in their home near Boulogne. 
For more than twelve years they had heard nothing of him; they had long 
since presumed that he was dead. Now, through these rumors, it dawned 
upon them very gradually that the saint of whom all the world was speaking 
was their son! 

"My son was dead, and is come to life again; he was lost, and is found." 
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